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Memorandum 

To: Interpretive Planners 

From: Chief , Divisien »f Interpretation and Visitor Services 

Subject: Rules of the Game 

Interpretive planning in the National Park Service is Big Business, 
with a multi-million dollar annual budget. We produce, on the average, 
15 museums a year, 20,000,000 publications, several dozen films and 
other AV productions. To meet this demanding schedule, inevitably we 
have been drawn toward the technique of mass production, a path not 
ideally suited to the creative effort. 

And yet, the very thing we are striving for, the single purpose of 
the whole interpretive activity in the parks, is the achieving of a 
special kind of quality worthy of the resources we interpret. 

The creative process begins, for the most part, in the park, put in 
motion by the park interpreter when he first sits down at his desk 
to outline the story he Wiints to tell. But deep down, the interpreter 
feels somewhat inadequate to the task ahead. And rightly so. For he 
is seldom experienced or specifically trained in the highly professional 
skills of motion picture production, book publication, graphics and 
exhibit design. On the other hand, he does have an indispensable, un­
matched knowledge of his park, of the resources to be interpreted, and of 
the observed patterns of visitor use. 

The purpose of the interpretive planning cycle is to establish a climate 
of creativity and innovation in which the broad talents of the park 
interpreter, and the specialized talents of the AV producer, the exhibit 
designer and the publications specialist, can be utilized in ever 
changing combinations, as the situation demands. 

The purpose of this Handbook, then, is to suggest ways in which this 
happy marriage might take place As in all successful marriages, the 
rules of the game are flexible and subject to local custom, experimenta­
tion, and unending patience on the part of both partners. To quote my 
favorite writer, let our objective be the magic, the singing and the gold. 

An absolutely essential, unequivocal first law is this: nothing good 
will happen until someone gets excited about it. Period. 

Every, repeat every interpretive planning problem is different. Unless 
our approach to each problem is different, there is a real danger - and 
considerable concrete evidence - that all solutions will be similar. 



If you are not an exhibit designer, don't design exhibits. Are 
you considering the possibility of telling a fact-filled narrative, 
sequential story by using exhibits? (Sometimes referred to as 
the book-on-a-wall syndrome.) Think. 

For the cost of one exhibit, a good sound-slide show aiight be 
produced, using original art. (Not to be confused with the "home 
slide show" product, in which a bag of slides and a hasty script 
are sent in to the AV lab for "processing".) Would a publication 
take care of much of the factual information you want to convey? 
Rest assured, unless you are most unusual in your objectivity, you 
are going to want to tell too much. Much too much. 

A pat, pre-determined solution is worthless. A museum is not a 
room containing cases, panels and a diorama. (Museum minestrone is 
the term, I believe.) Nor is the end result of visitor center 
planning necessarily a museum. The first question is not "how 
many exhibits," but, "is a museum the best solution to my problem?" 
In some situations , a film is better than a museum. 

History, science, archeology, geology - all are essential ingredients 
of interpretation; so too are poetry, music, drama. Have you looked 
widely at your resource? If your story is the Civil War, have you 
looked beyond the Official Records and Battles and Leaders, to The 
Red BadjiB. of Courage and John Brown's Body, and the stamp and hoop 
and holler of "The Battle Cry of Freedom"? 

Controversy is a necessary element in the creative process. So 
too, is revision, and even an occasional fresh start. Let's avoid 
routine. 

If you are one who believes in the phrase "We are the leaders in 
this field," be certain that you are well aware of what our 
competitors are doing today in the communication and performing 
arts . And I think perhaps it is time we stopped saying that our 
problems of communication are so unique that those working outside 
the Service cannot understand or be helpful. As a practical fact, 
we should take constant advantage of the great creative talent 
available to us outside the Service, as we have already done with 
such outstanding success in the field of architecture . 

Two final notes. One is a word of appreciation to Marc Sagan, 
interpretive planner, who is largely responsible for the prepara­
tion of this Handbook. We might be well advised to have Marc do 
all of our interpretive planning - except we would predictably end 
up grousing about what might come to be called, "Sagan solutions". 

The other is a last word of advice. Re-read Freeman Tilden's 
Interpreting Our Heritage . There isn't anything much better. 

/s/ William C. Everhart 
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Y O U R C H O I C E 

Every day, a park interpreter faces several responsibilities. 
His immediate job is to conduct a program of personal interpretive 
services. This never ends as long as there are visitors in the park, 
and the best personal service program today doesn't diminish the need 
for continued effort tomorrow . 

The interpreter also has to help plan and produce interpretive 
facilities. The planning job also may seem unending, but its results 
are visible longer. A well planned film, tour booklet or exhibit nay 
go on working for years. 

When he adds to these responsibilities the great assortment of 
correspondence, reports, special assignments, attentions to visiting 
firemen, bookkeeping chores, and miscellaneous details, it is easy to 
see why planning gets deferred - sometimes for years. The need for it 
doesn't seem so immediate. This is precisely why it was finally 
necessary to assign deadlines for planning documents and to make 
planning take precedence, even, if necessary, in the visitor season. 

Without planning, budget estimates must be based on guesswork, 
buildings must be designed to serve assumed or unknown needs, and 
exhibits and other interpretive devices may be produced that present 
inappropriate information at unfavorable locations . Because interpre­
tive planning has lagged behind the development program, visitor 
centers have been programmed, designed, and placed under construction 
before the interpreter has presented a reasoned statement of the inter­
pretive function of the building . 

Because of this planning lag, a tighter programming procedure has 
been adopted. Unless Interpretive Prospectuses are completed on time, 
construction projects will be removed from the program and funds will 
not be scheduled. 

So, the result of waiting for a "convenient" time for planning can 
te lost opportunities or unnecessary delay of urgently needed facilities 
and services. Your choice is clear. Rather than trying to find time 
for planning, you must make time for it. 
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TO GET STARTED... 

1. Check on the dates scheduled by the Regional Director for 
your interpretive planning conference (described below) and Prospectus 
completion. Be sure that your Prospectus is on this schedule and that 
your Superintendent knows these dates. If rescheduling seems necessary-
discuss this with the Superintendent and the Regional Office. 

2. The Interpretive Planning Conference. To get the Interpretive 
Prospectus off to a good start , a conference will take place early in 
the planning period, preferably before Prospectus writing begins. The 
park interpreter, a Regional Office interpreter and, when possible, a 
planning specialist from the Washington Office will participate. 

Whenever travel funds permit , these people should meet in the park. 
Meeting in the Regional or Washington Office is a second alternative. 
When no travel is possible the Regional Office will arrange a three-way 
conference telephone call. The discussion will center on an outline 
prepared by the Prospectus writer. This will be a short statement of 
the function or general content to be assigned to each interpretive 
medium. See Appendix I, example 1 for an idea of the degree of detail 
suggested for this discussion outline . 

The conference date will be scheduled by the Regional Director. 
A few weeks before this scheduled conference date the Prospectus writer 
should send one copy of the discussion outline to the Regional Director 
and one copy to the Director. 

3. For a quick brush-up on interpretive philosophy, principles and 
policy see the recommended reading list on Chapter 3, Page 11 of this 
HANDBOOK. 

4. Review the Park Master Plan and be thoroughly familiar with any 
element involving interpretation. Ideally, the Master Plan should be 
completed before the Prospectus is written. 

5. Skim the CONTENTS page of this HANDBOOK to see how it is arranged. 

6. Read Chapters 1 and 2 carefully and critically. Pay particular 
attention to the section on museum exhibits in Chapter 2 since it out­
lines a major change in practice. 

7. Follow the instructions in Chapter 3, using the examples in 
Appendix I to clarify these instructions as you write the Prospectus. 
Write it in draft. Send 3 copies to your Regional Office for review 
before writing it in final form. 

THE REGIONAL AND WASO STAFFS ARE AVAILABLE TO HELP YOU AT ANY STAGE 
OF THE PROJECT. 
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The Interpretive Prospectus is the key to interpretive planning, 
for it is the controlling document in the development of all inter­
pretive programs and facilities. It carries the planning one step 
beyond the Master Plan, and provides guidance for the more detailed 
and specific plans which follow: The table below lists the main 
stages in this planning cycle. 

Summary of Interpretive Planning Procedure 

Planning Document Prepared By 

Master Plan 

Interpretive Prospectus 

P.C.P. (Project Construc­
tion Program Prosposal) 

Exhibit Plan 

Park staff and team consisting of 
Regional and Design Office 
specialists. 

Park staff (normally the interpreter) 
or, when necessary, Regional staff. 

Superintendent (Management Require­
ments) Design Office (Space Re­
quirements - cost estimates). 

Team including specialists from 
Museum Lab, park staff and, when 
possible, a Regional Office staff 
member. 

Furnishing Plan 

AV Program Plan 
(script and scenario) 
Sign and Wayside Exhibit 
Plan 

Park staff and historic furnish­
ings expert. 

No standard preparation method. 
New procedures under development. 

Building Plan Architect from Design Office or 
on contract. 
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What is the Purpose of the Erospectus? 

The Prospectus is the document which controls all interpretive 
development and activities proposed in the Master Elan. It is the means 
by which the park interpreter answers these questions: 

What message does the Service want to communicate? 

What information do visitors seek? 

Where, when and under what conditions can the message 
best be presented? 

What means of communication appear best suited to 
presenting each part of the message? 

What objects, pictures or other resources are 
available to enliven this communication? 

What is the Relationship Between the Master Elan and the 
Interpretive Erospectus? 

The Master Elan deals with the what and where of interpretation, 
while the Interpretive Erospectus describes the how. 

Specifically, the Master plan identifies the major themes to be 
interpreted and tells where facilities should be located. The Erospectus 
determines the kinds of facilities and services needed , and outlines 
the content of interpretive presentations. 

For example, a Master Plan might propose: 

(a) A facility to provide initial information-orientation 
service near the east entrance to the park; 

(b) A facility to interpret the desert wildlife story at 
Salt Springs; and 

(c) A facility to interpret the geology and ethnology 
at Canyon View. 
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The Interpretive prospectus would analyze these proposals and 
Difik* i-oc,nvnerul: 

(a) Near the east entrance, a manned information station. 
It would also select the means of communication best 
suited to presenting each subject. Thus, it might 
recommend a handout map to provide road directions, an 
exhibit map to provide general orientation, and an auto-

..matic AV device to"provide general information after hours. 

(b & c) At Salt Springs and Canyon View, the Prospectus would 
similarly propose the kind of service or facility needed, 
it would suggest the appropriate means of communications, 
and it would outline the content of the interpretive 
presentation. 

Interpretive requirements are a major concern of the Master Plan 
team, and the park interpreter is a key member of the team. The 
analysis of factors affecting interpretive decisions is recorded in 
the Prospectus, but much of the thinking must be done earlier, at the 
Master plan stage. 

It is neither necessary nor advisable to write the Prospectus 
before the Master Plan to insure that interpretive needs are given 
full consideration in the Master Plan. It is necessary for the park 
interpreter to think through the area's needs and be sure that the 
Master Plan reflects this thought. 

At one time the Master Plan included a volume called "Background 
Information" which contained a full narrative presentation of the park 
story. The present Master Plan includes only a brief summary of the 
themes to be interpreted. Because the more detailed version was very 
useful a narrative of the park story should be written as a separate 
document. It need not be submitted for review or approval but should 
remain in the park files. The Prospectus should refer to it in the 
list of references or bibliography. If this part (Vol. Ill) of the 
old Master Plan exists for your park, simply keep it current as new 
knowledge is gained. 
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How is the Prospectus Used? 

1. The Prospectus is the primary guide for those planning exhibits, 
wayside interpretation and audiovisual programs. It is not a museum plan. 
It does not make final decisions on numbers and kinds of exhibits. The 
prospectus stimulates the creative contributions of professional planners 
and designers who will use the document, but it does not restrict their 
creative expression. 

2. It is the primary source of information for those preparing 
P.C.P.'s for interpretive structures. 

3. The Prospectus guides the architect in designing interpretive 
structures. The size and character of auditoriums, exhibit rooms , obser­
vation rooms and collection rooms should all be determined by their 
intended use and contents. The Prospectus gives this information. 

h. The Prospectus is the means of coordinating all informational 
and interpretive services and facilities throughout the park, and a 
means of coordinating the park's program with those of other nearby or 
related areas. 

For example, the Master Plan for Yellowstone assigns the theme of 
hydrothermal features of the Old Faithful area and the theme of general 
geology to the Canyon area. The Prospectus tells which aspects of these 
overlapping themes will be presented at each location and it selects the 
means of presentation. 

Thus, the Prospectus might call for an explanation of (a) how a 
geyser works, at Old Faithful, (b) a discussion of mineral deposition 
by hot water , at both locations , and (c) a presentation on rocks and 
minerals, at Canyon. It would very possibly assign item (a) primarily 
to a captioned slide program, item (b) to two-self guiding trails, 
and item (c) to a museum exhibit. Other media, perhaps publications, 
wayside exhibits and personal services might be used to supplement those 
primary assignments. 

5. The museum laboratories schedule their activities on the basis 
of Prospectuses and construction programs. Requests for increases in 
interpretive personnel are supported and justified in the Prospectus 
(under Personal Services). The Prospectus should give direction tu 
cooperating association publications programs. 
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How is the Prospectus Kept Current? 

The Prospectus should be reviewed in the park each year after 
it is completed, and, when necessary, revised to reflect new infor­
mation, cost estimates, changes in use patterns or other conditions. 
Revised pages should be distributed to keep working copies up-to-
date. When revisions are substantial (as determined by the 
Regional Office) they should be approved by the Regional Director. 
The annual report, Information and Interpretive Services, NPS 
(0I)~2, should state that the Prospectus has been reviewed during 
the report year and (1) is satisfactory and up-to-date, or (2) will 
be revised by a target date (which should be stated). 

What Should Reviewers Look For? 

1. Does the Prospectus agree with and implement the Master 
Plan? When a Prospectus does not agree with the Master Plan it 
should explain the departure and provide enough justification to 
warrant changing the Master plan. The Prospectus should not be 
approved until such differences are resolved. The review period is 
the best and least expensive time to iron out disagreements. Much 
reprogramming and changing of building plans and exhibit plans 
results directly from approval of Prospectuses which do not clarify 
and resolve points of disagreement. 

2. Does the Prospectus give enough information to support 
the next steps in the planning cycle, i.e., the exhibit plan, the 
sign and wayside exhibit plan, the P.C.P., building plan, etc.? 
Does it suggest what is to be communicated, where and by which 
media? 

3. Are these decisions sound? Once the Prospectus is approved, 
major changes become increasingly difficult and costly. Adding, 
omitting, or even sharply changing the size of auditoriums, ex­
hibit rooms, and other facilities understandably causes resentment 
if those who did detailed planning followed an approved Prospectus. 

a. Does the Prospectus provide for implementing The Road to 
The Future? For example: Does it include concessioners in 
developing orientation and information elements? 

Does it identify needs for publications on how to enjoy the 
park? 

Does it adequately cover interpretation of park management 
policies and practices? 

Does it provide for aids to seeing the park on foot; for 
using the back country and the wilderness threshold; etc., and for 
esthetic appreciation? 

In Visitor Center planning and operation is off-season 
properly recognized? 
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Summary of Procedure for Prospectus Writing and Review 

NOTE: When there are unusual opportunities or problems, special 
procedures may be followed, and any source of creative talent may 
be tapped. However, unless he is advised to do otherwise, the 
park interpreter should follow the procedure as outlined below. 

1. Park interpreter writes planning conference outline 
(Sea To Get Started, Para. 2). 

2. Park staff and Regional and WASO representatives 
participate in interpretive planning conference. 

3. Park interpreter writes first draft of Prospectus and 
submits 3 copies for Regional Director's review and suggestions. 
Region transmits 2 copies to WASO for review and comment. 

H. Park interpreter writes final draft and sends 3 copies 
to Regional Director. Region transmits 2 copies to WASO for 
review and comment. 

5. Approved Prospectus distributed as indicated below. 

Distribution of Copies 

The Regional Director distributes approved copies of the 
Prospectus to: 

Director - 2 copies 

Chief, EODC or WODC or NCDC - 1 copy 

Chief, Eastern or Western Museum Laboratory - 1 copy 

Regional Director - 1 copy 

Superintendent, Mather Center - 1 copy 

Superintendent - 1 copy and any extras. 
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Revised pages should be similarly distributed. Each revised 
page should bear the revision date, and a cover page should list 
all revised pages and dates of revision. 

This is a minimum distribution. Individual Regional Offices 
may request enough copies to warrant reproducing Prospectuses by 
machine duplication. If in doubt, check with the Regional Director. 

How Much of the Park Should the Prospectus Cover? 

For the smaller and relatively simple areas a Prospectus 
should cover the entire park. 

For the more complex areas the Prospectus may be divided 
into parts, each covering a district, or developed area, such as 
the Canyon Area in Yellowstone. Although an interpretive district 
may involve only one or two interpretive facilities and the asso­
ciated services, a Prospectus should not be written for a single 
interpretive unit such as an auto tour or a museum. Covering such 
units in separate Prospectuses hinders the coordination of all 
interpretation within a district and the park. 

When the district being studied is only a part of the park, 
the relation of this part to the total interpretive program should 
be defined. (See Appendix I, Example 2). In larger parks a brief 
general prospectus or an introductory statement separate from and 
preceding the district Prospectuses should cover the entire park, 
identifying interpretive districts, while district Prospectuses 
will serve as detailed studies of those areas. (Appendix I, 
Example 3). A simple map may be used also to delineate districts. 
The important consideration is that the Prospectus coordinate all 
the interpretive needs within the area it covers and within the 
park. 
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PRINCIPLES OF INTERPRETIVE PLANNING 

This chapter is a brief discussion of interpretive planning 
principles and a summary of the advantages and limitations of 
the major interpretive media and methods. We suggest that 
you read it with a skeptical attitude. You may not agree 
with all of it. 
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Most interpreters agree on the general purpose of 
interpretation in a National Park: to stimulate the visitor's 
interest, and promote his understanding and appreciation of the 
park, thus making his visit more meaningful and enjoyable. The 
methods of accomplishing this are also generally understood and 
agreed upon, but the selection, coordination, and production of 
the specific facilities and services always introduces some 
difference of opinion. Since these are matters of judgment, 
personality and imagination, rather than fixed procedures or 
facts, these differences are normal. Furthermore, they are de­
sirable as long as we have a method of resolving them to achieve 
our stated purpose without stifling the creativity and original 
thinking of our staffs. 

While no rigid formula for interpretive planning is possible, 
a few ideas can be stated as principles which apply to most, if 
not all, interpretive planning situations. 

Before a visitor will try to understand the park he must 
want to; he must be interested. So we aim to increase or awaken 
his interest, his desire for such understanding. Where and how 
we will do this are important interpretive planning decisions, 
particularly as they affect our initial interpretive facilities, 
normally the visitor centers. But we often expect more from 
visitor centers than initial interpretive and orientation service. 
We want to encourage visitors to go out into the park, to present 
a comprehensive summary of the park story, to offer understanding 
as well as information, to provide depth as well as breadth. 
Basic to achieving this is wise selection and assignment of 
functions to interpretive media and methods. In each planning 
situation we will use certain methods to introduce themes and 
stimulate interest, others to support and extend this initial 
offering, and still others, perhaps, to furnish depth, detail, 
summarization and a reference source. While there will usually 
be a preferred order of experience, we can seldom insure that all 
visitors will follow that sequence. This must not lead us to 
attempt to make all media serve all functions, regardless of the 
order in which they are encountered. We must still aim for an 
ideal, while recognizing that we will not always achieve it. 

This discussion does not point to neat and simple statements 
of principles but we can say that: 
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1. Each part of an interpretive job should be assigned 
primarily to the medium or method now available which is best 
suited to the performance of that job in the specific situation. 

2. Each part of an interpretive job may be assigned secondarily 
to techniques of presentation which can effectively support, 
supplement, or, when desirable, repeat the function of the 
primary medium. 

3. No interpretive job should be assigned either primarily or 
secondarily to a medium which is not wall suited to its 
accomplishment. 

Use of these principles requires a basic understanding of 
the advantages and limitations of each interpretive method and 
medium. A brief summary of these characteristics follows: 

I. Personal Services 

A. Advantages. 

General Comments. Personal services have, with good 
reason, been considered the ideal interpretive method when they 
can be used. All other interpretation may be considered supple­
mentary to direct personal communication. It has the unparalleled 
advantage of being alive and capable of being tailored to the 
needs of individuals or groups. It can take advantage of unex­
pected and unusual opportunities. 

Most visitors are receptive to personal services. The 
personality (and uniform) of the interpreter can enhance the 
appeal of the message and the effectiveness of communication. 

Personal services make possible a deeper penetration of 
subject matter. 

The possibility of using group reaction to stimulate 
individual interest and encourage desired attitudes is an 
important advantage. 

Two-way communication makes possible a degree of informality 
which has characterized the traditional National Park interpretive 
experience. 
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The National Park Service uniform symbolizes authenticity 
and lends credibility to the interpretation. 

Beyond these general characteristics of personal services 
each kind of program has its individual advantages and 
disadvantages. 

Talks; The remarks above cover talks quite adequately. 
The type of talk or the conditions under which it is given can 
make any of the comments on other personal services apply to it. 
Thus, a talk at a scenic overlook could have some of the charac­
teristics of a guided walk, while a museum talk could in effect 
be a series of demonstrations and have their advantages and 
limitations. 

Guided walks capitalize on the ability of the park features 
in their normal environs to stimulate interest and enhance under­
standing. Visitors can experience the park through several 
senses. 

Campfire programs can be a uniquely satisfying experience 
enhanced by the enjoyment of song, the romance of the campfire, 
and the simplicity, informality and relaxing mood of the sur­
roundings. They offer an excellent opportunity to encourage 
appreciation and concern for protection of park values. 

Demonstrations are an especially effective method of 
presenting explanations, lending a quality of reality that makes 
them entertaining and memorable. 

B. Limitations or Disadvantages 

To achieve the advantages of personal services we need 
talented and trained interpreters. They are expensive and in 
short supply. 

A sloppy interpreter is not only less effective than a good 
canned talk; he is a much greater liability to the Service than 
a poor AV program. Not all personal service interpretation is 
good interpretation. 

Even the best staffs need proper management for sustained 
efficiency. A good personal service program, then, requires 
management ability which is also expensive and often in short 
supply. 


