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I. INTRODUCTION

Our nation’s history lives on in its
historic places. Places where history
happened are powerful witnesses to
the reality of past events, individual
achievements, dramatic change, and
past lifeways. Independence Hall, in
Philadelphia, Pennsylvania, or the
USS Arizona Memorial, in Honolulu,
Hawaii, link us to great moments in
our common past. The mysterious
cliff dwellings of the Southwest awe
us with their haunting images of the
remote past. Restored historic
houses and gardens and tree-lined,
turn-of-the-century neighborhoods
seem to represent the beauty of
America at its best. Other places
teach us about past contradictions
and struggles that we dare not
forget. The Civil War battlefield at
Gettysburg, Pennsylvania, now
green and peaceful, reminds us that
our society has often been divided
by conflict, and that those who lived
in the past faced decisions no less
difficult than the ones we face today.
Historic Central High School (now
Little Rock High School) in Little
Rock, Arkansas, which became a
national symbol of the controversy
over school desegregation in the
1950s, remains a pivotal landmark
in the story of the Civil Rights
Movement.

Most historic places represent the
everyday lives of ordinary people.
Small country schools in Washing-
ton state recall the homesteaders of
the late 19th century, who uprooted
their families to settle in remote and
isolated areas. Factories in eastern
cities testify to generations of new
Americans laboring long hours to
make lives for themselves and their
families. Both lovingly restored train
stations and abandoned rail yards
document the railroads that played

a central role in American life in

the 19th and early 20th centuries.
Places related by location reveal the
histories and collective aspirations of
whole communities. How communi-
ties interacted with one another
through cooperation or conflict can
tell us much about regional, or

even national, values. We need to
know that they exist and will con-
tinue to exist for future generations.

The stories of tens of thousands of
these places are documented in the
National Register of Historic Places
—stories about people, the places
they came from, the reasons they
came, the lives they led, their work,
their families, and their connections
with other members of the commu-
nity and with the outside world.

In many cases, these stories were
unknown until research undertaken
in preparation for nominating the
places for listing in the National
Register revealed them.

Most of these places do not speak
to us directly. Their stories need to
be “interpreted” before people can
understand them. The language
they speak needs to be translated in
order to communicate clearly. Many
historic places are already seeking
ways to share their stories with the
public. Others have not yet gone
beyond the first step—preparation
of a National Register nomination
form. If the stories discovered in
the course of obtaining National
Register listing go no further than
the National Register archives, they
are fulfilling only part of their poten-
tial. We have an obligation to com-
municate the powerful stories these
places have to tell to the public.
Only in this way can we inspire the
passion, commitment, and action
that is necessary to ensure that the

places we care about will survive
to educate future generations.
Historic places that are valued will
be preserved.

THE PURPOSE OF
THIS BULLETIN

This bulletin is intended to help
individuals and organizations de-
velop effective programs to convey
the meaning of historic places to
the public using the information
in National Register registration
documentation and other sources.
Groups which might find it useful
include not only museums and
historic sites, but also local historical
societies, schools, historic property
owners (including non-profit organi-
zations), chambers of commerce,
local civic or improvement organiza-
tions, planning or preservation
commissions, architectural review
boards, Main Street programs,
private developers taking advantage
of the investment tax credit, down-
town revitalization groups, and local
or state tourism offices.

Telling the stories of historic places
to the public can expand under-
standing of the mission of federal,
state, local, and tribal governments
striving to protect historic proper-
ties, create support for historic
preservation efforts, make private
preservation projects more profit-
able, encourage individual initiative
in protecting aspects of a com-
munity’s heritage, and, in the pro-
cess, improve the quality of life in
and even the chances of survival of
communities nationwide. The ulti-
mate goal is to ensure that the past
lives on as a vital and living part of
American communities. Listing in



the National Register plays an
important role in achieving that
goal. Using the information in
National Register documentation
to convey the meaning of historic
places to the public can continue
that contribution after the property
is listed. Without the understanding
and commitment of the general
public, none of these efforts ulti-
mately can hope to succeed.

The bulletin is organized in six
major sections. The first addresses
the long-standing relationship
between historic preservation and
education. The second section
discusses the role of the National
Register. The third section defines
interpretation for the purpose of
this bulletin. The fourth outlines a
simple planning process for devel-
oping effective interpretation
programs. This will provide a
framework for selecting the most
appropriate interpretive media from
the examples identified in the fifth
section. Each topic discussed here
has been studied by specialists
within the growing field of inter-
pretation and interpretive planning.
The final section provides a list of
places to go for further information.
Examples of exciting and innovative
interpretive programs are given
throughout the bulletin.



II. HISTORIC PRESERVATION
AND EDUCATION

Education is and always has been
central to historic preservation in the
United States, both as a means and
as an end. From the beginning of the
historic preservation movement in
the mid-19th century to the present,
we have cared about preserving
historic places because they teach us
and our descendants about who we
are and where we came from. But
we also have had to teach those
responsible for management deci-
sions to value these places. Although
our definition of historic places has
changed over the years and the
lessons we think we can learn from
them have changed as well, we still
must provide opportunities for the
public to gain an appreciation of
historic places. This appreciation is
the key to their preservation.

The earliest of America’s historic
places to be preserved, such as
Independence Hall in Philadelphia,
Mt. Vernon in Virginia, and the
Hermitage in Tennessee, were val-
ued for their association with the
great men of the American past and
as shrines that could teach patrio-
tism at times when the country
seemed threatened by sectional
divisions or disruptive change. In
the late 19th and early 20th centu-
ries, the definition began to expand.
The great battlefields of the Civil
War were set aside to preserve the
memories of the men who fought
and died there. Architects of the
Colonial Revival learned to appreci-
ate America’s earliest buildings for
the beauty of their design. Archeolo-
gists and travelers to the western
states became fascinated with the
spectacular ruins that testified to the

history of the earliest inhabitants of
North America. In the 1920s, residents
in some of America’s oldest cities,
such as Charleston, San Antonio,
and New Orleans, learned to see
their old city centers as historic and
architectural urban environments
that deserved to be protected.
During the New Deal years,
the new activism in Washington,
reinforced by a sense that much of
America’s past was rapidly vanish-
ing, encouraged the Federal
Government to take a central role
in preservation. The National Park
Service (NPS), whose mission
included historic places when it
was created in 1916, took the lead
in this movement. In the 1930s, it
acquired numerous historical parks
in the East to complement the great
national parks in the West.
Congress ratified this new leader-
ship role in the Historic Sites Act of
1935. This legislation assigned the
NPS responsibility for surveying
historic and archeological sites,
buildings, and properties of national
significance associated with major
themes of American history and for
developing educational programs to
provide the public with information
about these places. This survey has
evolved into the present National
Historic Landmarks Survey, which
recognizes properties significant
to the American nation as a whole.
For Verne Chatelain, NPS chief
historian at the time of the passage
of the Historic Sites Act, historic
places were most valuable for teach-
ing the public about “stirring and
significant events”:

The conception which under-
lies the whole policy of the
National Park Service in con-
nection with [historical and
archeological] sites is that of using
the uniquely graphic qualities
which inhere in any area where
stirring and significant events
have taken place to drive home to
the visitor the meaning of those
events showing not only their
importance in themselves but
their integral relationship to the
whole history of American devel-
opment. In other words, the task
is to breathe the breath of life into
American history for those to
whom it has been a dull recital of
meaningless facts — to recreate for
the average citizen something of
the color, the pageantry, and the
dignity of our national past.'

The National Historic Preserva-
tion Act of 1966, a key element in the
present framework for historic pres-
ervation in this country, expanded
the definition of what constituted a
historic place still further, while reaf-
firming the importance of education.
It also assigned responsibility for
protecting the nation’s heritage to a
new partnership, which included all
levels of government and the private
sector, with the National Park Ser-
vice retaining its central role in that
partnership. The National Register
of Historic Places, established by the
1966 Act and administered by the
NPS, extended federal recognition
beyond nationally significant
properties to those that were impor-
tant to states or communities. This
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Listing of the Greenwich Village Historic District in the National Register in 1979 helped ensure the survival and continued

A

vitality of this historic urban neighborhood. Interpretation and education programs are key elements in preserving places

like Greenwich Village as living parts of their communities. (Walter Smalling, Jr)

broadened scope encouraged the
research in state and local history
that was necessary to identify and
evaluate properties significant in
community history.

More than 30 years after the
passage of the National Historic
Preservation Act, more than 71,000
properties, including approximately
a million individual buildings, sites,
structures, and objects, are listed in
the National Register; more than
1,000 additional places are listed
annually. National Register listing
provides official recognition and
access to benefits at all levels of
government and the private sector.
Places listed in the National Register
help market real estate, develop
heritage tourism programs, and
attract retirees, telecommuters, and
other individuals who have flexibil-
ity in where they live. These benefits
have served to revitalize and trans-
form cities, towns, and rural areas
and helped improve the quality of
life for citizens across the nation.

No longer thought of as rare and
exceptional shrines to transcen-
dently important people and events
in the American past, historic places
are now seen as integral parts of
communities all over the nation,
catalysts for economic development
and revitalization, desirable places
for people to live and work, and
anchors of stability in a fast-
changing nation. In many cases,
restored and preserved historic
places provide housing for the eld-
erly or for those of low or moderate
income, employ restoration and
construction craftsmen, and serve as
keystones of sensitively managed
change within cities, towns, and
rural areas. As the preamble of the
National Historic Preservation Act
foresaw, these historic places are
being preserved as living parts of
communities nationwide in order
that they can continue to teach all
Americans about their past and help
them better understand the present
that has grown out of that past.

While the ability of places to teach
is a key rationale for preservation,
education is also necessary before
preservation can take place. Ameri-
cans needed to be engaged in the
history of their early leaders and
educated about the threats to the
places associated with them before
Mount Vernon and Independence
Hall could be saved. It was public
concern about vandalism threaten-
ing the great archeological monu-
ments of the West that led Congress
to approve the Antiquities Act of
1906, which authorized presidents to
designate as national monuments
sites on public lands that were of
great prehistoric, historic, or natural
value. Those who appreciated the
architectural landmarks of America’s
Colonial past and hoped to save
the historic neighborhoods of its
cities had to help political leaders
in their communities and states see
the beauty and importance of the
historic places around them, in spite
of neglect and decay.



Education continues to be an
important tool in the historic preser-
vation process. Preservation is
frequently the result of community-
based, grassroots efforts to recognize
and protect important places. A
group of interested people, con-
cerned about potential threats to a
place they value, studies its histori-
cal development, identifies all
properties that are associated either
with the place itself or with a related
historical theme, prepares nomi-
nation forms for local designation
or National Register listing, and
sponsors educational programs for
community residents and others.
These activities prior to National
Register listing are important to
gaining support for designation or
registration and for establishing a
framework for long-term protection.

Educational activities after listing
are equally important. The informa-
tion in National Register nomina-
tions can and should be used in
long-term, continuing programs to
make the general public aware of the
value of the historic places in their
communities. Current and future
residents need to be kept aware that
places in their communities are
listed in the National Register and
that, because of this, both honorary
and financial benefits are available
to them and to their communities.

ENDNOTE

1. Verne E. Chatelain, “History and
Our National Parks,” paper
prepared for delivery to the
American Planning and Civic
Association, 1935; cited in
Barry Mackintosh, “Interpreta-
tion in the National Park Service:
A Historical Perspective”
(Washington, DC: History
Division, NPS, 1986), p. 22.
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III. THE NATIONAL REGISTER
OF HISTORIC PLACES

The National Register is the
nation’s official list of historic places
important to our history and worthy
of preservation, but it is also a
unique and unprecedented archive
of national, state, and local history.
During the early years of the pro-
gram, properties were nominated
“either as stage sets for past events
and people or as illustrations of
works of art set in chronologically
ordered style periods.”* By the late
1970s, National Register guidance
began to respond to changing ideas
of what constituted historic places
and to the need to tie registration to
comprehensive preservation plan-
ning programs. Historic properties
are now studied within an appropri-
ate context—most often at the local
level-—and that context serves as
the framework for evaluating the
significance of both individual
properties and groups of properties
related by location or theme.
Historic contexts cover topics
ranging from local civic buildings—
such as county courthouses, public
libraries, and schools—to ethnic
settlements, historic farmsteads, the
architecture of the post-World War 11
period, railroad depots, prehistoric
archeological sites, and hydroelectric
plants. Even national events have
now been reinterpreted to under-
stand their local impact, such as the
influence of World War II on the
growth and development of defense
housing in a community. Multiply
this potential by tens of thousands of
listings and it is easy to appreciate
the importance of the National Reg-
ister archives. Neither professional

historians nor the general public has
fully tapped the history contained in
the files of the National Register.
The creation of the National
Register coincided with the dawning
of what was then called the "new
social history.” Where once histori-
ans pored over the papers of the
political leaders of the nation’s past,
today they study building permits,
census records, wills, diaries, deeds,
and newspapers as well. They also
pursue information not found in
written records, such as oral histo-
ries and the material culture of
everyday life. This new direction
for historical research transformed
the study of history in the academic
community, historical societies and
museums, and among historic pres-
ervationists. The National Register’s
commitment to identifying the
historic places that are important to
local communities, as well as those
of national significance, that repre-
sent both everyday life and excep-
tional everits, reflects these changes.
This broad history can appeal to a
large constituency beyond academic
boundaries. The stories contained
in National Register nominations
can help the nation see history not
only as great national events in
which only a few participated, but
as a cavalcade of events, trends, and
patterns that still affect our lives
today, including many ethnic and
cultural groups as participants. The
public is drawn to history that re-
lates to their everyday lives, and that
can give their own lives meaning.

ENDNOTE

2. Bernard L. Herman, “The ‘New’
Social History,” CRM, Vol. 17,
No. 2(1994), p. 6.

11



IV. WHAT IS INTERPRETATION?

Historic places have powerful
stories to tell, but they cannot speak
for themselves. They do not commu-
nicate in a language that most of us
are trained to understand. It is
sometimes difficult to appreciate the
images of wealth and sophistication
that owners sought to project using
architectural styles that are no
longer fashionable. We cannot
retrieve the excitement of going
“downtown” in the 1920s and 30s,
complete with hat and gloves. We
don’t remember when train stations
had separate waiting rooms, toilets,
and even drinking fountains for
black and white passengers. If we
are to remember the stories of our
past, we need to tell them in ways
that everyone can understand.

We need to help people gain an
“empathetic understanding of the
past.” That is the goal of all good
teaching about history. Because it
seems to parallel the process of
translating from one language to
another, telling the story of a place is
often called “interpretation.” This is
the term that we will use throughout
this bulletin.

While there are many definitions
of interpretation, they all center
around the concepts of meaning and
relationships. William Alderson and
Shirley Payne Low, authors of
Interpretation of Historic Sites, define
interpretation as the communication
of the “essential meaning of the site
and of the people and events
associated with it” and see it as an
obligation on those who preserve
historic places as trustees for present
and future generations.’

Paul H. Risk, of Yale University,
defines interpretation as “the
translation of the technical or
unfamiliar language of the environ-
ment into lay language, with no loss

12

in accuracy, in order to create and
enhance sensitivity, awareness,
understanding, appreciation, and
commitment.” For Risk, “the goal of
interpretation is a change in behav-
ior of those for whom we interpret.”

Interpretation in the National
Park Service is based on three
tenets, or general principals, that
together constitute still another
definition:

“Tenet 1 — [Historic] resources
possess meanings and have
significance.

Tenet 2 — The visitor is seeking
something of value for themselves.

Tenet 3 — Interpretation, then,
facilitates a connection between
the interests of the visitor and the
meanings of the resource.”*

In his early and influential study,
Interpreting Our Heritage, Freeman
Tilden defined interpretation as “an
educational activity which aims to
reveal meanings and relationships
through the use of original objects,
by first-hand experience, and by
illustrative media, rather than
simply to communicate factual
information.”®

Tilden explains that interpretation
begins with facts and information,
but then goes on to explore what
those facts mean and how they
relate to our everyday world. It uses
spoken, written, and visual language
to help the public see more clearly.
Interpretation clarifies, explains, and
even decodes and deciphers so the
observer can begin to understand
another time or generation. For
Tilden, the goal of interpretation is
“provocation.” Good interpretation
raises questions and encourages
visitors to seek for themselves the
information they need to under-
stand what they are seeing. He
emphasizes that understanding

leads to appreciation, which, in turn,
leads to protection.”

For purposes of this bulletin, we
will assume that interpretation is a
form of education that seeks to
make connections between historic
places and history, between the lives
we lead today and the lives that
once filled these spaces. While the
ultimate goal is to encourage an
appreciation of the importance of
historic places and a commitment to
preserving them for future genera-
tions, there probably will be as
many intermediate goals as there
are readers of this bulletin.

ENDNOTES

3. William T. Alderson and Shirley
Payne Low, Interpretation of His-
toric Sites (Nashville, TN: Ameri-
can Association for State and
Local History, 1976), p. 6.

4. Paul H. Risk, “Interpretation:
A Road to Creative Enlighten-
ment,” CRM Vol. 17, No. 2 (1994),
pp. 37, 40.

5. National Park Service,
“Fulfilling the NPS Mission:
The Process of Interpretation,”
Module 101, Interpretive
Development Curriculum,
from Interpretive Development
Program Web site
<www.nps.gov/idp/interp>.

6. Freeman Tilden, Interpreting
Our Heritage, 3rd ed. (Chapel
Hill, NC: University of North
Carolina Press, 1977), p. 8.

7. Tilden, op. cit., pp. 33, 38.



Case Study 1.
Noble Hill School, Bartow County, GA
(listed in the National Register July 2, 1987)

In the early 1980s, the Noble Hill School, in the small community of Cassville, Georgia, was a
near ruin. Windows were missing, siding was warped and falling off, floorboards were rotted.
But members of Cassville’s African American community who had gone to school here treasured
the small building, built under the sponsorship of the Julius Rosenwald Fund, which helped
construct almost 5,000 schools for black children in the South between 1914 and 1932. In 1983,
these former students and their supporters created a foundation dedicated to saving the building
so that it could be used as a history museum and cultural center.

> The Noble Hill School when it
2% was first listed in the National
§ Register, before its restoration.
(James R. Lockhart)

In the restored Noble Hill-Wheeler
Memorial Center, visiting school
groups attend simulated classes i
in one of the historic classrooms §
and learn about the history of B
the school and the neighboring
Cassville community.

(Richard Cloues) - = = =

Working with the Georgia state historic preservation office, the trustees of the Noble Hill-
Wheeler Memorial Center listed the school in the National Register in 1987. They then used that
listing to apply successfully for a series of grants which were used to restore the building and
open it to the public in 1989 as a museum. Visiting school groups learn about the school’s history
and restoration and study historic artifacts and photographs documenting the school and the
Cassville community from 1923 to 1955. They then move into one of the two classrooms for a
simulated classroom experience, sitting at period desks and writing on the original blackboards,
which still survive.

The Center also holds an annual Labor Day homecoming event. Each year 80 to 100 people
get together for a picnic. Some only come for brief visits, but others sit and chat. The oral
histories provided by former students and teachers at the school, who are specially invited to
the picnic, have provided much of the information on the school’s historical importance. Just as
contributions of money and labor from the local community helped build the school, local
commitment saved it so it could tell its story to today’s young people.
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