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What’s the Point? 

 
Why are we here?  
We are here to inspire every visitor every day with 
wildlife. The Zoo is about saving wildlife and wild 
places. To do that, we need people to not only 
know how they impact on the environment, but 
more importantly, to care and do something about 
it. Our goal is to change values, attitudes, and 
behavior, not to just give out information. We aim 
to do so by engaging, inspiring, and empowering 
our visitors through interpretation.  
 
The Art of Interpretation 
People can’t help protect wildlife if they don’t 
know what’s going on. Yet just because someone 
knows that mining for bauxite, the raw material for 
aluminum, degrades forests, and that aluminum is 
100% recyclable, doesn’t mean that they will 
bother to recycle their empty pop cans. We’ve got 
to do more than just educate. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Interpretation goes beyond providing information 
to reveal deeper meaning and truth. It is about 
creating emotional connections and developing 
relationships that inspire and motivate. It is about 
helping people understand the issues and related 
them to their own lives. It is about telling a story 
that informs, entertains, and enlightens.  
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
What are Interpretive Skills? 
Some people are born with a natural talent for 
captivating an audience and motivating people to 
change their lives. For the rest of us, it takes a little 
bit of knowledge and a lot of practice, i.e. 
interpretive skills.  
 
Why do I need Interpretive Skills? 
At some point, every Zoo employee and volunteer 
interacts with visitors. Whether you’re leading a 
program, selling a ticket, or just responding to a 
visitor’s question, interpretive skills will help you 
connect and communicate with visitors during 
these interactions to further wildlife conservation.  
 
How does this manual help? 
This manual outlines the interpretive skills that will 
help you engage, inspire, and empower visitors. It 
provides examples of how to put those skills to use 
and presents opportunities for practice. The 
manual also includes guidance for developing your 
own interpretive programs.   

 

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

– Freeman Tilden 

Interpretation is a communication 
that forges emotional and intellectual 
connections between the interests of 

the audience and the meanings 
inherent in the resources. – National 

Association for Interpretation 
 

In your own words, describe your role as an interpreter: 
 
_________________________________________________________________________ 
 
_________________________________________________________________________ 
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Interpretive Skills, in a Nutshell 
 
Engage, Inspire, Empower 
The goal of interpretation is to change values, attitudes,  
and behavior, not just give out information. We want visitors  
to experience a defining moment—a spark that inspires them  
to help save wildlife and wild places. 
 
 
Plan a Powerful Program:  
 
☺Theme It 

If your audience remembers just one big 
idea, what should that be? A great program 
is based on a theme—one central message. 
Following the program, a visitor should 
understand that (insert your theme here). 
Everything you do should connect to that 
theme. 

 
☺Go with a Flow 

• Greet the audience and introduce 
yourself.  

• Hook the audience with something 
exciting.  

• Let the audience know what to expect 
from the rest of the program and state 
the theme.  

• Keep the audience engaged as you 
make 5 or fewer main points that 
support the theme. 

• Reward the audience with your best 
“WOW” moment.  

• In conclusion, reinforce the theme and 
suggest a specific activity or 
conservation action.   

• Thank the audience, and take questions.  
 
 
 
 
 

☺Me Talk, You Listen, No Fun 
Have a conversation with the audience 
rather than give a lecture. The best 
communication is personal and 
participatory. Interact. Entertain. Use 
humor. Ask questions. Use an audience 
member for a demonstration. Play a game. 
Use props. Involve the senses. Incorporate 
inquiry. Make it fun! 

 
☺Appeal to Your Audience 

Make it interesting and relevant. People like 
emotions, stories, conflict and resolution, 
and out-of-the-ordinary, gee-whiz kind of 
stuff. Use concepts everyone understands 
such as hope and survival. Include the 
whole audience with content and activities 
aimed at different ages, levels, and learning 
styles. Put unfamiliar ideas in familiar terms 
by using metaphors, similes, and 
comparisons. Focus on positive 
conservation messages. 

 
☺Be Prepared 

Know your stuff. Use reliable resources for 
your information. Know as much as possible 
about your animal/topic so you can answer 
questions. Practice, practice, practice, 
before you present. Have a back-up plan for 
dealing with the unexpected and when 
things go wrong. 

humor 

conversation 
one big idea 

passion 

flexibility 

fun 

informed 

flow 
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3, 2, 1, You’re On! 
 
☺Communication Basics 

Be friendly. Smile. Let your outline be a 
guideline, not a script. Be yourself. Use a 
conversational voice, but be heard. Make 
eye contact. Mind your body language. 
Repeat questions asked before answering 
so all can hear. Happily answer the same 
question twice, even if it seems like a stupid 
question. 

 
☺Share Your Passion 

Passion is the priceless ingredient. Be 
enthusiastic and energetic. Tell personal 
stories. Show visitors how much you care 
about the animals, how much you love your 
job, and how excited you are to share this 
experience with them. 

 
☺Be Professional 

Look neat and professional in your snazzy 
Zoo gear. Start and end on time. Respect 
your audience. Respect the animals. Refrain 
from inappropriate comments related to 
age, gender, race, religion, and so on. Jokes 
should be at your expense, not the expense 
of others. 

 

☺Be Flexible 
Things are not going to go exactly as 
planned. The animal will not respond 
appropriately or the microphone will go on 
the fritz. Keep your composure and take it 
in stride. Adapt your program as needed. 

 
☺Question Session 

If time allows, give the audience a chance to 
ask questions following the program. 
Repeat questions before answering so all 
can hear. Happily answer the same question 
twice, even if it seems like a stupid 
question. If you don’t know the answer to a 
question, say you don’t know and suggest 
where they might find an answer. It’s better 
than being called a liar, liar, pants on fire.  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
Quick Conversations 
When you are out on grounds, be open to 
questions, comments, and brief discussions with 
visitors. Ask if you can be of service if you notice a 
need. Suggest that they see a certain exhibit or 
event while they are at the Zoo. You can turn even 
a simple question about where to find the nearest 
restroom into an interpretive moment. 

 
 
 
 
 

 

☺Remember, you can change lives! 
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Plan a Powerful Program 
 

☺Theme It 
 
If your audience remembers just one big idea, what 
should that be? A great program is based on a 
theme—one central message that states the main 
idea you’re trying to communicate to the audience. 
 
Know this about themes: 
 

• People tend to forget facts but do 
remember themes. 
 

• A theme should be a complete thought or 
message stated in a single sentence. 
 

• A theme narrows the focus of a broad, 
general topic. 
 

• A good theme answers the question, “so 
what?” about your animal or topic.  
 

• The theme of a Zoo program should fit 
within the Zoo’s core interpretive messages 
(see following pages). 
 

• The theme may be in the form of an 
educational message (what we want them 
to know), an emotional message (what we 
want them to feel) or a behavioral message 
(what we want them to do). 

 
• By stating your theme in the introduction, 

you and your audience know where your 
program is headed. It acts as a road map for 
you when planning your program.  

 
 
 

• Everything you do 
should connect to the 
theme. Think of your 
program as a pearl 
necklace—the theme 
is the string that runs 
through all the pearls, your little bits of 
wisdom, to hold them together. If you cut 
the string, that is, break from the theme, 
the program falls apart and all the pearls 
are lost.  

 
• The theme should be reinforced during the 

conclusion. At the end of your program, the 
audience should be able to tell you where 
you ended up (your theme) and how you 
got there (a few bits of supporting 
information).  

 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 

Thematic interpretation stresses the 
transfer of ideas and relationships 
rather than conveying isolated facts 
and figures. – Sam Ham 
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Topic vs. Theme 
A theme narrows the focus of a broad, general 
topic, and answers the question, “so what?” about 
your animal or topic. 
 
Topic:  Bald eagles    
Theme: The recovery of the bald eagle is an 

uplifting conservation success story. 
 
Topic:  Taking care of elephants  
Theme: Taking care of elephants is a 

challenging yet rewarding job. 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Topic:  Conservation  
Theme:  Each one of us can help protect 

wildlife and wild places through our 
everyday actions.  

 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Circle which of the following are themes. 
 
Saving wildlife and wild places. 
 
Gorillas are like us. 
 
Rainforests are one of the most diverse ecosystems on Earth. 
 
Going green. 

Develop a Theme 
 

1. Select a general topic and use it to complete the following sentence: 
 

Generally, my program is about ____________________________________________ 
 

2. State your topic in more specific terms and complete this sentence: 
 

Specifically, however, I want to tell my audience about _________________________ 
 
______________________________________________________________________ 
 

3. Now, express your theme by completing the following sentence: 
 

Following my program, I want my audience to understand that ___________________ 
 
______________________________________________________________________ 
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The Zoo’s Core Interpretive Messages 
The Zoo’s six core interpretive messages are the most valuable message visitors can take away with them from 
their visit to the Zoo, and should provide the foundation of all Zoo programs. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Down with the Doom-and-Gloom 
Notice that there is no doom-and-gloom among 
these core messages. Though many wildlife species 
are in crisis, we should highlight the positives—
what is being done to protect wildlife—rather than 
the negatives. Depression and guilt do not inspire 
positive action. Children who are hit with the 
doom-and-gloom too young can grow up with 
ecophobia, a fear and/or dislike of animals/nature. 
People are turned off if they feel powerless to help. 
Suggest tangible ways visitors can contribute to 
conservation that relate to your animal/topic. 
 

Personalize It 
Each of us has a different passion for a particular 
species, place, or issue. As long as your passion fits 
within the scope of the Zoo’s core interpretive 
messages, let it guide your programs. The more 
enthusiastic an interpreter is about the subject, the 
more effective the program will be.  
 
 
 
 

Following a visit to the Zoo, a visitor should understand that: 
 

1. We are part of an amazing and beautiful world full of fascinating 
wildlife and wild places. 

 
2. The Zoo is a great place to have fun with family and friends while 

connecting with wildlife. 
 

3. Wildlife and wild places are worth saving. 
 

4. The Zoo is committed to saving wildlife and wild places. 
 

5. Every single person can make a difference when it comes to 
protecting wildlife and wild places. 

 
6. Working together, we can nurture a healthier planet and ensure the 

survival of wildlife and wild places. 

If you’re giving a program about polar bears, for example, how would you address these messages? 
 
____________________________________________________________________________________ 
 
____________________________________________________________________________________ 
 
____________________________________________________________________________________ 
 
____________________________________________________________________________________ 
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☺Go with a Flow 
 
Like all good stories, your program should grab the 
audience’s attention and set the stage in an 
introduction, hold the audience’s attention through 
the middle, and wrap up on a high note in the 
conclusion. 
 
1) Introduction 
 
Begin by greeting the audience and introducing 
yourself, including your name and what your job is 
at the Zoo.  
 
Draw the audience in personally with questions 
that set up the hook, or exciting event that will 
grab their attention, such as: 

• How many of you have ever… 
• What do you think will happen if… 
• Does anybody know… 

 
Hook the audience with something exciting and 
surprising.  
 
Let the audience know what to expect from the 
rest of the program and state the theme. Begin 
with, “Today, I’m going to…” 
 
 
2) Body 
 
Present the supporting information, but be careful 
not to overload the audience with too much or 
they won’t remember anything. Generally, you 
want to stick to five or fewer main points that 
support the theme. If you try to cram in much 
more, the audience will have a hard time putting 
together the big picture.  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
Keep the audience engaged throughout your 
program. See the section on appealing to your 
audience for ideas. 
 
Be sure to transition smoothly from one idea to the 
next. There should be some logic behind the order 
in which you present your main points that 
naturally leads to a conclusion. 
 
 
3) Conclusion 
 
Now that they’ve stuck with you through the main 
portion of the program, reward the audience with 
your best “WOW” moment.  
 
Reinforce the theme of the program and suggest a 
specific activity or conservation action they can do 
to help protect wildlife and wild places.   
 
Thank the audience, suggest something they 
should be sure to do at the Zoo today, and take 
questions.  

Do not try to satisfy your vanity by 
teaching a great many thing. Awaken 
people’s curiosity It is enough to open 
minds; do not overload them. Put 
there just a spark. If there is some 
good inflammable stuff, it will catch 
fire. – Anatole France 
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☺Me Talk, You Listen, No Fun 
People don’t come to the Zoo to hear a lecture. 
They want to participate and have fun! People 
make stronger connections and learn more when 
they’re involved and having a good time.  
 
Have a Conversation—Ask Questions 
Your program should be a conversation with 
visitors rather than a presentation to them. 
Conversation is more effective because it is 
personal and participatory. There should be a two-
way exchange. Both you and the visitors should 
have the opportunity to talk and listen. Rather than 
simply giving out information, ask questions.  
 
Questions are good for: 

• getting to know your audience, 
• getting visitors involved, 
• stimulating interest, 
• encouraging critical thinking and self-

discovery, and 
• allowing visitors to share their thoughts and 

experiences. 
 
Open-ended questions, those that have no wrong 
answers, are good to use early on in your program 
to encourage visitors to open up and participate. 
They are also good for encouraging critical thinking. 

• What do you like to eat? 
• What do think would happen if there were 

no decomposers? 
 
Questions that ask the audience to give a specific 
answer are good for focusing the program on a 
certain topic or idea, and keeping the visitors 
engaged. 

• What does a cheetah have to help it catch 
its prey? 

• How do the different types of teeth we 
have help us eat our food? 

 
Once you ask a question, give the audience a bit of 
time to respond. A good rule of thumb is to wait 
seven seconds before you jump in. 
 

How do you respond if a visitor’s answer is 
incorrect? Be careful not to embarrass or hurt 
feelings. Instead of just telling them they are 
wrong, preface it with a positive. Avoid answering 
your own question by rephrasing it or giving hints.  
 
For example: 

• That’s a good guess. Keep thinking. 
• You’re on the right track. Can anyone help 

him out? 
• I can see why you think that, but actually… 

 
Sample Conversation about a Hedgehog 
 

Q: Would you like to see a really cool animal? 
What kind of animal do 
I have here? 
 
A: You’re right. It’s a 
hedgehog.  
 
Q: What do you think it 
likes to eat? 
 
A: Yes. It does eat some plants and fruits.  

 
Q: Anything else? 
 
A: Good. It also eats bugs and other small 
animals like worms and grubs. So that makes it 
an omnivore, right?  
 
Q: How do you think a hedgehog finds its food? 
 
A: Very good. You noticed that it has a long 
nose for smelling.  
 
Q: What else does it use? 
 

Questions, not answers, stimulate the 
mind. – Richard Paul 
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A: That’s a good idea, but actually, it doesn’t 
see very well. It has small, beady eyes. Since it 
searches for food at nighttime, it uses other 
senses.  
 
Q: What are all of those little hairs sticking out 
of its face called? 
 
A: That’s right. They’re whiskers.  
 
Q: How do they use those? 
 
A: Yep, they help the hedgehog find its way 
around in the dark.  
 
Q: Do you notice any other big features on its 
head? 
 
A: Sure. Its ears are big and good for hearing. In 
fact, its hearing is so good that it can hear an 
ant walk! Isn’t that amazing? 
 
Q: Do you think it’s a good idea to keep an 
animal that has such sensitive hearing as a pet? 
 
A: I agree. It might be kind of hard on the little 
fella to deal with all of our noise. He can’t just 
put in ear plugs! Dogs and cats are better suited 
as pets. 
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Incorporate Inquiry 
 
Take questioning to a whole new level and 
encourage visitors to become investigators. Studies 
show that knowledge gained through self-discovery 
is more meaningful and lasting than if obtained 
secondhand. Engaging your audience in scientific 
inquiry lets them become the scientists and make 
scientific discoveries, instead of just reading about 
them.  
 
The QUEST Experience 
The QUEST experience outlines the steps of inquiry. 
You can lead the audience through a quick yet 
complete investigation during your program, or at 
least encourage them to make observations, ask 
comparative questions, and make predictions. 
 
1) Question and observe 
The first step is to observe closely and see what 
questions come to mind. You can ask your 
audience what questions they have about gorillas, 
for example. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Try it! 
Choose an animal to study. Spend some time watching that animal and write down your 
observations. What does it look like? What is it doing?  
 
______________________________________________________________________________ 
 
______________________________________________________________________________ 
 
______________________________________________________________________________ 
 
______________________________________________________________________________ 
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2) Uncover a comparative question 
 
The next step is to develop a question to 
investigate based on the observations. If time is 
brief, you might already have a question in mind 
and share that with your audience. 
 
The question should be something that can be 
answered through observation and is feasible 
within the time frame you have available. For 
example, while the question of why gorillas are 
endangered is a good one, it is not something we 
can answer by observing them at the Zoo. A 
question of whether the gorillas behave differently 
in winter versus summer is one that could be 
answered through observation at the Zoo, but 
would take a long time to do so. 
 

 
 
 
The question should also be comparative and add 
something meaningful to our understanding about 
the animal. For example, an initial question might 
be: Do the adult gorillas share food with the baby? 
You watch the gorillas for awhile until one of them 
shares food with the baby. You’ve answered the 
question, but it doesn’t lead to a very meaningful 
discovery. Rephrase the question to make it 
comparative and meaningful. For example, who 
shares food most with the baby, the females or the 
silverback? The results generated from this 
question help us better understand gorilla society 
and relationships, and can be applied to captive 
management.  
 
 

 
 
   
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Try it! 
Make a list of five questions based on your observations. 
 

1. ________________________________________________________________________ 
 

2. ________________________________________________________________________ 
 

3. ________________________________________________________________________ 
 

4. ________________________________________________________________________ 
 

5. ________________________________________________________________________ 
 

Rework one of your questions to make it testable and comparative. 
 
______________________________________________________________________________ 
 
______________________________________________________________________________ 
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3) Explore predictions 
 
Make a prediction—one that can be tested. A 
prediction is simply a statement rather than a 
question. You should have a sensible reason for 
your prediction. For example, we predict that the  
 

 
 
females will share food with the baby more than 
does the silverback. Why do we think so? Females 
are naturally more nurturing and play a larger role 
in raising the young.  
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
4) Start action plan and gather data 
 
Next step is to make a plan of how to answer the 
question and collect data. 
 
How will we find out who shares more? Do we pick 
one female gorilla to compare to the silverback, or 
will we collect information on all the females and 
calculate an average? What do we need to 
measure? How long will it take? What tools do we 
need?  

 
 
One plan might be to choose one female to 
observe and record how many times she and the 
silverback hand the baby something to eat within 5 
minutes of receiving food. You could assign one 
visitor to time 5 minutes while two other visitors 
write down the number of times their subject 
shares food with the baby. 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Try it! 
Make a testable prediction for your comparative question. 
______________________________________________________________________________ 
 
______________________________________________________________________________ 
 
Why do you think that will happen? 
______________________________________________________________________________ 
 
______________________________________________________________________________ 
 

Try it! 
Describe a plan for how to collect data to answer your question, and go do it. 
 
______________________________________________________________________________ 
 
______________________________________________________________________________ 
 
______________________________________________________________________________ 
 
______________________________________________________________________________ 
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5) Think hard about findings and share discoveries 
 
The last step is to summarize the results to find out 
whether the prediction was correct. For example, if 
the female gave the baby food three times and the 
silverback didn’t share any food with the baby, 
then we found that the female shared more, and 
our prediction was correct. What if our prediction 
was not true? That’s important information, too. 
Scientists don’t always get the answers they think 
they will. 
 
 

 
 
How can we share our findings? Perhaps you have 
a poster on which you add the group’s data to that 
of all the other groups that have done the same 
investigation either in table or graph format. 
 
What further questions could we study based on 
our findings? For example, does the kind of food 
influence the amount of sharing? Does the baby 
beg the female or silverback more for food? 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Try it! 
What were your results? 
______________________________________________________________________________ 
 
______________________________________________________________________________ 
 
Was your prediction correct?  
______________________________________________________________________________ 
 
How could your findings be useful or add to our understanding of the animal? 
______________________________________________________________________________ 
 
How could you share your findings with others? 
______________________________________________________________________________ 
 
______________________________________________________________________________ 
 
What further questions could you investigate? 
______________________________________________________________________________ 
 
______________________________________________________________________________ 
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Examples of how to incorporate inquiry into your 
program: 
 

• Do you think the manatees prefer to eat 
lettuce at the surface of the water or on the 
bottom of the tank? Once the audience has 
agreed on a prediction, give the manatees 
lettuce both floating at the top and 
anchored at the bottom. Time how much 
time they spend feeding in each spot. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

• Put two different toys in the bonobo 
exhibit. Which toy does the audience think 
the bonobos will like best? Open the door 
to let the bonobos into the exhibit and see 
which toy they spend the most time playing 
with. 

 
• Spray two different scents, perhaps scent of 

another ocelot and scent of a prey animal, 
in opposite corners of the ocelot exhibit. 
Which scent will the ocelot be more 
interested in? Does it spend more time 
investigating one over the other? How does 
its reaction to each scent differ?  

 
Wild Research Program 
The Zoo is partnering with Miami University on the 
Wild Research program to try to engage visitors in 
doing investigations, with the ultimate goal being 
that it increases their connection to the animals 
and motivates them to take conservation action. 
You should be familiar with the Wild Research 
stations and encourage visitors to participate in the 
activities. 
  
The first two Wild Research stations are in place at 
Gorilla World and the leaf-cutting ant exhibit. At 
Gorilla World, visitors can investigate whether 
gorillas have friends (do they spend more time 
near other gorillas or alone), and where they like to 
hang out (do they prefer certain parts of the 
exhibit). At leaf-cutting ants, visitors can 
investigate whether the ants choose to harvest soft 
or tough leaves, and whether they are more active 
at different times of day. 
 
Visitors can also rent Wild Packs that suggest 
various investigations to do around the Zoo and 
provides materials needed such as binoculars, 
notepads, and pencils. 
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Audience Participation 
 
Other ideas for getting the audience involved 
include: 

• Use first names when addressing audience 
members, if possible, to make it more 
personal. 

• Ask for a volunteer from the audience to 
help you with a demonstration. For 
example, you can measure the volunteer’s 
arm span and compare it with that of the 
condor.  

• Tape down an audience member’s thumb 
to his hand and see how long it takes him to 
tie a shoe without using his thumb.  

• See if an audience member can lift as much 
weight at a Hercules beetle. 

• See if an audience member does better at 
walking along a straight line with and 
without using their arms for balance to 
simulate how important a tail can be for 
balance. 

• Let someone from the audience help you 
feed the animals. 

 
 

 
• Let someone from the audience give the 

cue for an animal to perform a certain 
behavior. 

• Have two audience members mimic the call 
of a gibbon or kookaburra and ask the 
audience to vote for the winner. 

• Split the audience in half to form two 
teams. Play a quick trivia game to see which 
can answer the most questions correctly. 

• Test an audience member’s sense of touch 
by asking him to close his eyes and identify 
an object by feeling with his hands as an 
otter might do in murky water. 

• Test a visitor’s ability to pick up objects 
using different tools that represent 
different types of beaks—spoon, tweezers, 
sieve, etc. 

• Have the audience cup their hands behind 
their ears to simulate how much better they 
could hear with bigger ears. Like a fox or 
rhino can rotate their ears to better 
pinpoint sound, have them turn one hand 
around to make it easier to hear what’s 
going on behind them. 

 
 
 

 
 
 

Tell me and I’ll forget. Show me, and I 
may not remember. Involve me, and 
I’ll understand. – Native American 
saying 
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☺Appeal to Your Audience 
You’ve got to make your program interesting and 
relevant or your audience won’t pay attention, 
understand what you’re talking about, or give a 
darn.  
 
Know Your Audience 
Who are you interpreting to? Have many of your 
audience members been to the Zoo before? Do 
they know anything about the animal or issue 
you’re talking about? It is important to know your 
audience in order to be most effective. Informal 
observations can tell you quite a bit about your 
audience. Try these techniques just before you 
start a program. 
1. Visually evaluate the group’s body language, 

appearance, and background. 
2. Ask questions—why are they here, what do 

they enjoy, where else have they been similar 
to this experience? 

3. Informally, pick up cues between guests and 
use that information to understand their 
interests. 

4. Engage in chit-chat. 

5. Take a poll to find out who has been here 
before and what they enjoyed. 

6. Ask questions and be aware of the response 
time; it gives an indication of comfort levels. 

7. Observe responses to other activities and 
interpretive opportunities. 

 
Make it Relevant 
Every person has his own perspectives, 
background, beliefs, values, and abilities. People 
respond best to things that relate directly to them 
as individuals. It is our job as interpreters to make 
our programs relevant to the audience.  
 
Satisfy Your Audience’s Needs 
Visitors aren’t going to get anything out of your 
program if their basic needs—food, water, rest, 
safety, security, comfort—are not being met. Make 
sure the audience is primed for your program. Then 
you can aim to fulfill their needs for knowledge, 
understanding, beauty, self-esteem, belonging, and 
empowerment during the program. 

 
 
 
 Think about how you could satisfy the visitor’s needs in these situations. 

 
How can you help a visitor who is afraid of snakes feel comfortable in the presence of a live 
snake?________________________________________________________________________ 
 
How can you give a visitor personalized attention to help them feel like part of the program? 
______________________________________________________________________________ 
 
How can you encourage a visitor who is hesitant to answer a question or participate in an activity 
to do so? 
______________________________________________________________________________ 
 
How can you help visitors realize that they can help protect wildlife no matter who they are? 
______________________________________________________________________________ 
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Universal Concepts 
 
Try to use ideas with which the majority of your 
audience can relate. Center your program on 
universal concepts that most everyone has 
experienced no matter their race, gender, age, 
culture, economic status, and so on. Most people 
have experience with love, family, survival, and so 
on. For example, people might develop a greater 
appreciation and respect for alligators when they 
learn about everything a female does to protect 
her young.     

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Appeal to Values 
 
Most people care about their health, family, 
comfort, safety, and financial stability, among 
other things. Perhaps they would value bats more 
if they knew that a single bat eats up to 1,000 
mosquitos a night. Maybe they would be more 
likely to switch to compact fluorescent lightbulbs if 
they knew that they would save up to $30 per bulb 
over the course of its lifetime. 

 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

What are some other universal concepts, and how could you incorporate them into your 
program? 
______________________________________________________________________________ 
 
______________________________________________________________________________ 
 
______________________________________________________________________________ 
 

Choose an animal, plant, or habitat. List some ways you can get the audience to care about it. 
 
______________________________________________________________________________ 
 
______________________________________________________________________________ 
 
______________________________________________________________________________ 
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Help Them Understand 
 
Put information in terms that the audience can 
understand. As a general rule of thumb, you should 
speak on a 4th grade level to appeal to the broadest 
audience. Include brief definitions of terms that 
people might not ordinarily know. Use metaphors, 
similes, analogies, and comparisons to make the 
unfamiliar familiar. For example, liken a nictitating 
membrane to goggles, explain that scent-marking is 
like leaving scratch-and-sniff post-it notes, and 
describe how a snake sheds its skin is like pulling a 
very tight sock off your foot in slow motion. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

How could you help visitors understand the following ideas and terms? 
 
Echolocation ___________________________________________________________________ 
 
The length of a blue whale ________________________________________________________ 
 
Biomagnification ________________________________________________________________ 
 
Invasive species _________________________________________________________________ 
 
How strong a gorilla is ____________________________________________________________ 
 
Climate change _________________________________________________________________ 
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Use Props 
 
Props are any objects that enhance your 
interpretation. They connect visitors to the real 
thing. Ideas, concepts, and hidden meanings can be 
hard to grasp because they are intangible—visitors 
can’t see, touch, or hear them. Using tangible items 
can help visitors better understand and connect 
with those ideas. Props can make a concept more 
real and meaningful. Props can help illustrate a 
point, be used as metaphors, or help in the 
discovery of knowledge. Props can facilitate 
learning through all the senses—vision, smelling, 
hearing, touching, and tasting. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
Some examples of how to use props include: 

• Toss a visitor an inflatable globe and ask 
him to locate a certain country or place. 

• Use items to represent different animal 
adaptations—a slinky for the cheetah’s 
flexible back or a clear straw for the polar 
bear’s hair, for example. 

• Play recordings of vocalizations. 
• Let visitors use binoculars, magnifying 

lenses, or other tools. 
• Pass around artifacts such as feathers, shed 

snake skin, or log chewed by a beaver. 
• Show photographs of animals, habitats, or 

certain behaviors. 
• Cut open and share a durian fruit with 

visitors so they can smell and taste it. 
• Draw pictures or write difficult words on a 

dry-erase board for everyone to see.   

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

What kinds of props could you use to help tell the story of a particular species? 
______________________________________________________________________________ 
 
______________________________________________________________________________ 
 
______________________________________________________________________________ 
 
______________________________________________________________________________ 
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Learning Styles 
We learn in different ways. Some people like to 
read, while others would rather see a 
demonstration. Some like to study alone, while 
others prefer study groups. Some are very logical, 

while others are more musical. Incorporate as 
many different learning styles in to your programs 
to reach the entire audience more effectively.  

 
Learning Style How They Learn Example Approach 
Naturalist Learn through classification, 

categories and hierarchies 
Compare a rainforest to our own 
backyards 

Visual/Spatial 
 

Learn visually and organizing ideas 
spatially 

Show how to use binoculars 

Verbal/Linguistic 
 

Learn through the spoken and 
written word 

Quote famous biologists and authors 

Musical/Rhythmic 
 

Learn through patterns, rhythms and 
music 

Call like a gibbon 

Logical/Mathematical 
 

Learn through reasoning and 
problem solving 

Count how many of each penguin 
species are in exhibit and create a graph 

Interpersonal/Social Learn through interaction with 
others 
 

Work in small groups to come up with a 
list of ways we can make our yards 
wildlife-friendly 

Intrapersonal/Solitary 
 

Learn through feelings, values and 
attitudes 

Allow some quiet time for reflection 

Existential 
 

Learn by seeking connections to real 
world understandings and 
applications of new learning 

Discuss how our daily activities affect 
the world at large 

Kinesthetic/Interactive 
 

Learn through interaction with one's 
environment 

Flap your arms as fast as you can to see 
how you compare to a hummingbird’s 
flapping rate 

 
 
 
 Choose an animal and come up with ways to interpret that appeal to different learning styles.  

______________________________________________________________________________ 
 
______________________________________________________________________________ 
 
______________________________________________________________________________ 
 
______________________________________________________________________________ 
 
______________________________________________________________________________ 
 
______________________________________________________________________________ 
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Appeal to All Ages 
Many audiences will include people of all ages from 
toddlers to thirty-year-olds to seniors. As children 
mature, they pass through stages of advancing 
intellectual development. Your program should 
include content and activities that are appropriate 
for kids as well as adults. 
 
General guidelines: 

• Be patient. 
• Be creative. 
• Shed your inhibitions. 
• Create a sense of adventure. 
• Be animated. 
• Be positive. 
• Show interest in their interests. 
• Smile. 
• Come down to their eye level, if you can. 
• Have fun! 

 
No Global Tragedies 
Young children can feel overwhelmed by the 
negatives we often talk about, specifically the fact 
that people are responsible for the problems. They 
may not be able to fully understand the issues and 
can be turned off or weighed down with guilt if 
they are exposed to the “doom-and-gloom” at an 
age when they are not developmentally ready to 
deal with the information. As a general rule, it’s 
best not to discuss any global tragedies before 
fourth grade. For more information on this 
“ecophobia” concept, look up David Sobel’s book, 
Beyond Ecophobia: Reclaiming the Heart in Nature 
Education. 
 
 

 
Things to do with… 
Pre-school kids 

• Keep things short and sweet and moving swiftly to accommodate short attention spans. 
• Incorporate elements of surprise. 
• Provide opportunities for creative expression—art, song, dance, and so on. 
• Encourage movement, active play, sensory, and hands-on activities. 
• Ask “what if” questions and play pretend to engage their active imaginations. What if we all were 

penguins? Let’s all walk like penguins! 
• Keep messages positive and focus on developing a care for and connection to animals. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Choose an animal. What are some ways you could interpret it to pre-school kids? 
______________________________________________________________________________ 
 
______________________________________________________________________________ 
 
______________________________________________________________________________ 
 
______________________________________________________________________________ 
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Grade-school kids 
• Involve them in inquiry (especially making comparisons) and guided discovery. How are the gorillas like 

us? 
• Play games to teach concepts. 
• Engage them in sensory and hands-on activities. 
• Participate in scavenger hunts. Can you find all four lemurs? 
• Use appropriate humor. 
• Encourage wildlife-friendly behaviors. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Teenagers 

• Involve them in inquiry and guided discovery. 
• Encourage small group activities. 
• Give them choices.  
• Engage them in meaningful discussion and sharing different viewpoints. What do you think about 

keeping monkeys as pets? 
• Assign important roles and responsibilities, e.g. one can be the timer, one can be the recorder, etc. 
• Offer them specific suggestions of how they can help protect wildlife and wild places. 

 

Choose an animal. What are some ways you could interpret it to grade-school kids? 
______________________________________________________________________________ 
 
______________________________________________________________________________ 
 
______________________________________________________________________________ 
 
______________________________________________________________________________ 
 

Choose an animal. What are some ways you could interpret it to teenagers? 
______________________________________________________________________________ 
 
______________________________________________________________________________ 
 
______________________________________________________________________________ 
 
______________________________________________________________________________ 
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What’s Hot & What’s Not 
 
The scientific name of the striped skunk is Mephitis 
mephitis. It can weigh 5.5 to 14 pounds, and the 
chemical composition of its glandular secretion 
is…snore, snore, I’m asleep. Stay away from the 
mundane and ordinary, the too-technical, the 
doom-and-gloom, and the facts-for-facts-sake 
information. You have to keep your audience 
interested. 
 
What do people like to hear? What do they find 
interesting? What will capture their attention?  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
What’s HOT: 
 
Personal stories 

• I have helped raise Mace the skunk ever 
since he came to the Zoo at just a few 
months old… 

  
Conflict and resolution 

• Is that skunk going to spray me?! No, he’s 
been de-scented. 

 
Humor (at your expense only) 

• Why are you all holding your noses? I know 
I forgot to wear my deodorant, but do I 
smell that bad? 
 

Unusual facts 
• Some people actually like the smell of a 

skunk’s spray. You can even buy skunk-
scented perfume! 

 
Inspirational thoughts and quotes 

• “Each species is a masterpiece, a creation 
assembled with extreme care and genius.” - 
Edward O. Wilson  

 
Gee-whiz information in terms they understand 

• A skunk can hit a target the size of a quarter 
from here to the other side of that fence! 

 
Things that evoke emotional or physiological 
responses (scary, beautiful, sad, humorous, and so 
on) 

• Were you scared when I first brought out 
the skunk? Just look at his cute little face. 

 
What’s important to them personally 

• Don’t worry. A skunk is not out to get you. It 
will only spray as a last resort. 
 

Hope and inspiration to make the world a better 
place 

• We can help out native wildlife, including 
skunks, by being more alert when we drive 
at night. 
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☺Be Prepared 
Preparation is critical to a successful, interpretive program. 
 
Know Your Stuff  
Obviously, you need to know what you’re talking 
about if you’re leading an interpretive program.  
 
Make Sure It’s True 
Be sure to get your knowledge from reliable 
resources. Ask yourself whether the source is 
objective. Is the source up to date? A fact or figure 
stated in a book published in 1958 may or may not 
still hold true. Consider whether an observation is 
typical or unusual. Do not fall into the trap of 
relaying circumstantial evidence as the truth in all 
situations.  
 
You’re Not an Encyclopedia 
Know as much as possible about your topic—more 
information than you plan to provide—so you can 
answer questions. However, it is impossible to 
know everything. There is just too much 
information out there to store it all in our brains. 
When asked a question to which you do not know 
the correct answer, you will be tempted to make 
one up or take a guess. Please, please, please, do 
not do this! It is okay to give an educated guess as 
long as you make it clear that it is just your guess. 
Another option is to simply admit that you do not 
know the answer and suggest where they might 
find the answer. It’s better than being called a liar, 
liar, pants on fire. If you can, offer to try to find out 
the answer for them. Take their contact 
information so you can forward it on. However, if 
you tell someone you will do this, be sure not to 
forget! 
 
Know About the Zoo, Too 
Visitors will ask you all sorts of questions from 
where is the nearest restroom to how do I schedule 
an overnight program. Keep up to date on the Zoo 
in general so you can help out as best as possible. 
When you can’t answer a question, try to find 
someone who can. 

Work out the Kinks 
Practice, practice, practice, before you actually do 
your program for the public. It’s helpful to do a 
dress rehearsal with your peers to see what 
worked well and what needs improvement.  

• Did you remember everything you wanted 
to include?  

• Did you go over your time limit?  
• Did the animal perform as you expected?  
• Did the audiovisual equipment work 

properly?  
• Did your audience enjoy it?  
• Did they get your jokes?  
• Could they identify the main point?  
• Were they inspired? 

 
Taming the Butterflies 
If getting up in front of a group 
makes you a little nervous, you are 
not alone. Try a few of these methods to make you 
feel more comfortable: 

• Know your material. 
• Practice your presentation. 
• Learn the names of a few of the visitors and 

use them to create dialogue. 
• Anticipate problems so you won’t be caught 

off guard. 
• Check facilities and any equipment in 

advance. 
• Convince yourself to relax. 
• Introduce yourself to the group in your 

introduction. 
• Develop and use your own style. 
• Use your own words—don’t recite or 

memorize. 
• Assume the audience is on your side. 
• Put yourself in your audience’s shoes—they 

want to see you! 
• Accept some fear as being a good thing and 

it will keep you sharp and focused.
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3, 2, 1, You’re On! 
☺Communication Basics 
 
Be Yourself 
You may be tempted to copy and mimic 
experienced interpreters. While it may be an easy 
way to begin, you should start to develop your own 
sense of personal style. Letting your personality 
show helps audiences trust and feel comfortable 
around you.  
 
There are, however, some guidelines regarding 
style that all interpreters should consider. You can 
be a more effective interpreter by be being aware 
of your voice and non-verbal communication.  
 
Voice 
A good speaking voice is natural, pleasant, 
expressive, and vital to effective communication. 
 
Breathing 
Use short sentences to allow natural breathing 
space. 
 
Pronunciation 
If you don’t know a word, look it up and practice 
saying it. Also, try to expand your vocabulary. 
 
Enunciation 
Avoid mumbling and slurring. Keep your words 
crisp and clear. You might even spell out words on 
occasion… “barred owl, b-a-r-r-e-d,” to be clear 
you’re not talking about a barn owl. 
 
Quality 
Strive for mellow tones. Avoid harsh, quivery, or 
nasal tones. 
 
Rate 
Vary rate according to the material. If making an 
abstract point, take your time, repeat it, and look 
for eye contact to determine that you are getting 
your point across. 
 

Volume and force 
Your voice should be loud enough for visitors to 
hear you clearly without straining. Avoid shouting 
or using explosive force, unless making a dramatic 
point. 
 
Pause 
Use dramatic pauses for emphasis.  
 
Pitch 
Vary the tone to avoid a monotone approach or 
repetitive speech patterns. A lower pitch is 
generally easier to listen to than a high pitch. 
 
Vocal climax 
Plan a dramatic crescendo or whisper for emphasis. 
 
Non-verbal Communication 
Body language speaks louder than words and voice 
put together. Pay attention to what your facial 
expressions, posture, and gestures are saying.   
 
Facial Expressions 
Smiling raises the eyebrows to express enthusiasm 
and makes the audience feel happy and relaxed, 
whereas lowered brows can be off-putting. Make 
eye contact with visitors to show that you’re 
interested in them. 
 
Posture 
If you’re too stiff, you’ll seem uncomfortable. If 
you’re too slumped, you will appear bored. Go for 
a happy medium of poised yet relaxed. Stand up 
straight to show your confidence. 
 
Gestures 
Keep your arms uncrossed and hands relaxed. 
Avoid pacing or rocking back and forth. Natural 
gestures with your hands are appropriate, but too 
many can be distracting. 
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☺Share Your Passion 
 
It is essential for an interpreter to be passionate 
about the topic if the goal is to inspire others. 
Passion is the priceless ingredient. Be enthusiastic 
and energetic. Tell your personal story of how your 
passion for animals developed and what the  
 

 
defining moments that led you to this career were. 
Show visitors how much you love your job, how 
much you care about the animals, and how excited 
you are to share this experience with them. 
Messages presented from the heart with genuine 
enthusiasm are highly motivational. 

 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
☺Be Professional 
 
Our visitors expect us to be professionals. If we act 
unprofessionally, it damages the Zoo’s credibility 
and undermines our mission. If we want to get our 
message across and inspire visitors, we have to be 
professional. 
 

• Look neat and tidy in your snazzy Zoo gear.  
• Avoid distracting jewelry and accessories. 
• Start and end on time. 
• Reserve judgment and respect differing 

viewpoints. 
• Use appropriate language. 
• Respect the animals and plants. 
• Role model appropriate behavior. 
• Always respond to negative comments with 

positive feedback. 
• Practice safety. 
• Avoid sarcasm. 
• Present information fairly and accurately. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

What are you passionate about? How will you share your passion with visitors? 
______________________________________________________________________________ 
 
______________________________________________________________________________ 
 
______________________________________________________________________________ 
 
______________________________________________________________________________ 
 

PDF created with pdfFactory trial version www.pdffactory.com

http://www.pdffactory.com


Interpretive Skills Manual: How to Engage, Inspire, & Empower Our Visitors 

Cincinnati Zoo & Botanical Garden, 2009   32 
 

☺Be Flexible 
It’s important to have a well-organized plan. It’s 
equally important to be able to adjust and adapt as 
circumstances change. And we know that things 
are always changing at the Zoo! 
 
When Something Goes Wrong 
And something will go wrong. No matter how 
organized or prepared you are, inevitably situations 
will arise that throw you off course or are difficult 
to handle. Have a back-up plan for dealing with the 
unexpected. 

They Aren’t Getting It 
What kind of feedback are you getting from the 
audience? Are they picking-their-noses bored? Are 
they hesitant to answer your questions? Do they 
look confused? If so, you may need to switch gears 
and try a new tactic.  
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
☺Question Session 
Whenever possible, allow visitors time to ask you 
questions. Repeat their questions before answering 
them so everyone can hear. Always respond 
positively and graciously. When you run out of 

time, tell audience that you wish you had time to 
answer all their questions, but your animals need 
you. Encourage them to come back another time or 
sign up for an Education program to learn more.

What will you do if… 
 
the microphone doesn’t work?_____________________________________________________ 
 
the animal doesn’t perform?_____________________ _________________________________ 
 
it starts raining?________________________________________________________________ 
 
there’s an emergency?___________________________________________________________ 
 
a visitor becomes unruly? ________________________________________________________ 
 
your audience stops paying attention? ______________________________________________ 
 
no one understands your question? ________________________________________________ 
 
What else could happen and how will you deal with it? 
 
_____________________________________________________________________________ 
 
_____________________________________________________________________________ 

PDF created with pdfFactory trial version www.pdffactory.com

http://www.pdffactory.com


Interpretive Skills Manual: How to Engage, Inspire, & Empower Our Visitors 

Cincinnati Zoo & Botanical Garden, 2009   33 
 

 
 

Putting It All Together 
 

How do all these important ideas come together in a program? See if you can you recognize the variety of 
interpretive techniques used in the following program (originally developed by Jan Dietrich). 

 
A Hummingbird’s Journey 
 
Hello, my name is Jan, and I work in the Education 
Department here at the Zoo. Today, I’m going to 
share with you the story of how a ruby-throated 
hummingbird overcomes many obstacles on its 
incredible journey to my backyard in the spring. 
The purpose of its journey is about the same size, 
shape, and color of this jelly belly (holds up a white 
jelly belly for all to see, then lets the visitors pass it 
around). Can anyone guess what it is? 
 
You’re right! It represents a hummingbird egg. Each 
spring, the ruby-throated hummingbird travels 
more than 2,000 miles from Central and South 
America to my backyard (points out the route on a 
map) to lay one or two eggs in a tiny, cup-shaped 
nest.  
 
How many of you have ever seen a ruby-throated 
hummingbird in your own backyard? If you keep 
your eyes on the feeders around us, you just might 
catch a glimpse of one. (Points out hummingbird 
feeders in the aviary.) They are feisty little colorful 
jewels. (Shows a color picture of hummingbird.) 
Can you believe that a bird this tiny can make such 
an incredible trip? 
 
Have you ever taken a trip that took a long time to 
reach your destination? Where did you go? 
(Chooses audience member to respond.) How long 
did it take you to get there? (Asks same questions 
to two more audience members.) Believe it or not, 
the hummingbird’s trip takes about 3 ½ weeks. 
 
Now, when you took your trip, how did you get 
there? By plane or by car? (Chooses audience 

member to respond.) 
How does the 
hummingbird travel? 
Does it hop on a Delta 
flight or hitchhike on  
 
the back of a Canada 
goose? No, it flies the 
whole way all on its 
own. Amazingly, it can flap its wings up to 80 times 
per second. How fast can you flap your “wings”? 
When I say go, flap your arms up and down as fast 
as you can. Go! (Give the audience 10 seconds to 
flap.) Stop! How many flaps did you fit into 10 
seconds? (Let several audience members respond.) 
Good job, but that’s not nearly as many as the 
hummingbird does in just a single second! 
 
How did you get ready for your trip? (Let audience 
members respond.) You packed a suitcase and 
brought along some snacks and beverages. Well, all 
the hummingbird can bring along is itself. In 
preparation for the trip, it gorges and feasts to 
pack on fat to use for energy. Its weight nearly 
doubles! Could you imagine eating so much that 
you double in size in a matter of weeks? 
 
For those of you that drove on your trip, did you 
drive straight through? (Let audience members 
respond.) You probably had to stop to refuel and 
rest at some point, right? Once the hummingbird 
hits the Gulf of Mexico, it has to fly non-stop for 20 
hours over open water. This would be like driving 
from here to Florida without stopping.  
 
What if the weather turns nasty? The hummingbird 
has nowhere to take shelter unless it comes along a 
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ship where it can stop and wait out the storm. If it 
stops for too long though, the hummingbird runs 
the risk of using up its energy reserves. A bad 
storm can make the hummingbird’s journey a lot 
more treacherous. 
 
By the time the hummingbird makes it to the coast, 
it’s tired, hungry, and thirsty, but instead of a safe 
place to rest and refuel, what does it run into? 
(Allow visitors to respond.) Hazardous high rise 
buildings and confusing lights. 
 
And the trip isn’t over yet. The hummingbird still 
has to travel many miles to get to my backyard. 
Finding natural areas, parks, and backyards that 
provide food and shelter along the way can be 
tough.  
 
Even when the hummingbird does find a place to 
take a break, there is still one major thing it has to 
worry about. What do you think that is? (Takes 
guesses from audience.) Predators! The 
hummingbird has to keep a watch out for natural 
predators like hawks and snakes that would find it 
a tasty snack. There is also an introduced predator 
lurking out there. What is that? (Takes guesses 
from audience.) It’s got sharp teeth and claws, 
speed and agility, and a killer instinct. A housecat! 

Housecats aren’t mean, but they are instinctive 
hunters, even if their owners feed them well. 
Finally, my ruby-throated friend arrives at my 
backyard and begins the business of starting a 
family. Come fall, it will turn back around to make 
the reverse trip to the tropics and become 
somebody else’s bird for awhile. 
 
Now, hold out your hands. (Places an index card in 
the hands of several audience members.) Can you 
believe that a hummingbird makes such an 
incredible journey, a true story of survival, when it 
weighs no more this? Isn’t that amazing? 
 
What can we do to help make the hummingbird’s 
trip to our backyards a little bit easier? (Takes 
responses from audience.) Yes, we can definitely 
protect and provide habitat along the way and at 
both ends of the route. Putting up hummingbird 
feeders like these (points to feeders) and planting 
flowers helps. It’s also important to keep housecats 
indoors.  
 
Thank you so much for listening to my story. Be 
sure to check out the native flower garden while 
you’re at the Zoo today to get ideas for which 
flowers you can plant to attract hummingbirds. 
Does anybody have any questions? 

 
 

 
 
 

Describe how the hummingbird program incorporates specific interpretive techniques. 
 
_____________________________________________________________________________ 
 
_____________________________________________________________________________ 
 
_____________________________________________________________________________ 
 
_____________________________________________________________________________ 
 
_____________________________________________________________________________ 
 
_____________________________________________________________________________ 
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Spot the Differences 
Read through the following two conversations and decide which is more interpretive. 
 
Conversation #1 
Interpreter: Hey, so listen up. This is the red panda 
exhibit. Cute, huh? They’re always hiding up there 
in the trees where it’s kind of hard to see them.  

 
Visitor: How come they’re always up in the trees? 

 
Interpreter: I don’t know. They just like it up there. 
They’re not really doing much right now. It seems 
like they’re always sleeping. Anyway, they weigh 
about 7-10 pounds, eat bamboo, have a gestation 
of up to 158 days, and live to be about 14 years 
old.  

 
Visitor: I thought pandas were black and white and 
a lot bigger. 

 
Interpreter: That’s a different kind of panda. Okay, 
well, thanks for stopping by. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
Conversation #2 
Interpreter:  Hello! My name is John Doe. I work 
with the red pandas here at the Zoo. Have you ever 
seen a red panda before?  
 
Visitors respond with nods and shakes, yeses and 
nos. 
 
Interpreter:  Can anyone spot the panda in the 
exhibit? 
 
Visitor: I see it. It’s up there in the tree. 
 
Interpreter:  Good eyes! They spend a lot of time in 
the trees. Any idea why? 
 
Visitors shake their heads. 
 
Interpreter:  You had to look pretty close to find the 
panda, didn’t you? 
 
Visitor nods. 
 
Interpreter:  They are pretty well-camouflaged up 
there. The panda’s red and white fur helps it blend 
in with the trees. In the wild, the trees are covered 
with red mosses and white lichens so it’s even 
harder to see them. Why does the panda want to 
blend in? 
 
Visitor:  To hide from predators? 
 
Interpreter:  That’s right. What kind of animal do 
you think would want to eat the panda? 
 
Visitor: A lion? 
 
Interpreter:  You’re close! It’s a large cat with spots 
that climbs trees.  
 
Visitor: A leopard! 
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Interpreter:  Right! It’s hiding from its main 
predator, the leopard. The panda spends most of 
the day sleeping in the trees and digesting its 
bamboo dinner, all the while remaining still and 
hidden. Let’s see if I can entice the panda to climb 
down here. (Panda is conditioned to climb down 
tree for a treat.) Here it comes! See how it moves 
slowly and carefully? 
 
Visitors nod.  
 
Interpreter:  What does the panda have to help it 
hold onto the branches?  
 
Visitor:  Claws? 
 
Interpreter:  Yes, it has long toes and curved claws 
that help it grip the branch, kind of like how your 
fingers and fingernails help you when climbing a 
tree. (Holds out his hands and shows off his fingers. 
Children look at their fingers as well.). How does its 
long tail help the panda move through the trees? 
 
Visitor:  I don’t know. 
 

Interpreter:  Here, try to walk in a straight line 
along this crack in the pavement. What did you use 
to help keep your balance? 
 
Visitor:  My arms. I held them out to the side. I 
guess the panda’s tail does the same thing. 
 
Interpreter:  You’re right. Does anyone have a 
question about the red panda? 
 
Visitor:  How come I thought pandas were black 
and white and a lot bigger? 
 
Interpreter:  Good question! You weren’t wrong. 
There are different kinds of panda. This is the red 
panda. The big, black and white one is the giant 
panda. They both live in Asia and eat bamboo. 
Thanks for chatting with me about the red pandas. 
We’ve got a Zoo class on pandas coming up soon so 
be sure to check our website for information on 
how to sign up if you’re interested in knowing 
more. Be sure to check out the gibbons around the 
corner if you’re going that way. Enjoy the rest of 
your day at the Zoo! 
 

 

Which of the red panda conversations was more effective? Why? 
 
_____________________________________________________________________________ 
 
_____________________________________________________________________________ 
 
_____________________________________________________________________________ 
 
_____________________________________________________________________________ 
 
_____________________________________________________________________________ 
 
_____________________________________________________________________________ 
 
 

PDF created with pdfFactory trial version www.pdffactory.com

http://www.pdffactory.com


Interpretive Skills Manual: How to Engage, Inspire, & Empower Our Visitors 

Cincinnati Zoo & Botanical Garden, 2009   37 
 

Create Your Own Program Plan 
 

Program Title: ________________________  
 
Days & Times: 
 
 
 
 
Theme/Main Message: 
 
 
 
 
Materials : 
 
 
 
 
 
Conditioned Animal Behaviors: 
 
 
 

 
 
Introduction Outline (Content & Activities): 
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Body Outline (Content & Activities): 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Conclusion Outline (Content & Activities): 
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Sample Program Plan 
Program Title: Return of the Bald Eagle 

Days & Times: 
Mon – Sat, 1 & 3pm 
 
Theme: 
We are working to ensure that our nation’s symbol continues to soar in America’s skies. 
 
Materials: 
Fish to feed 
Eagle talon replica 
Clicker 
Pictures of eaglets 
 
Conditioned Animal Behaviors: 
Fly to railing 
Spread wings 
Lift foot 
Fly to nest 
Vocalize 
 
Introduction Outline (Content & Activities): 

I. Greeting 
a. Welcome to the Cincinnati Zoo 

II. Introduce self 
a. My name is John Doe, and I’m a bird keeper. 

III. Let audience know what to expect & state theme 
a. I’m going to introduce you to our bald eagles, and tell you how we are working to ensure that our 

nation’s symbol continues to soar in America’s skies. Cue eagle to fly to the railing, putting self between 
eagle and audience. This is Sitka, our female. 

 
Body Outline (Content & Activities): 

I. Bald eagles are fantastic fishermen. 
a. Who knows what bald eagles like to eat? If no one guesses correctly, show them the fish in the bucket. 

The menu might include mice, ducks, or even carrion, but 90% of their diet is fish. 
b. Bald eagles don’t use a rod and a reel to fish like we do. Instead, they have some great built-in fishing 

tools. What do eagles have that help them fish? 
Discuss each of following in any order as audience mentions them; provide hints if audience doesn’t bring 
one up on their own. 

i. The bald eagle is a fantastic flier thanks to its large, feathered wings. From tip to tip, an eagle’s 
wingspan can reach up to 7 or 8 feet - Cue eagle to spread wings – How does that compare to 
your arm span? Try measuring it later against the wingspan sign in the Steller’s eagle exhibit. 

ii. While soaring or perched high above, an eagle uses its super sense of sight to spot a swimming 
fish. Who can guess how much better an eagle sees than us? Play the higher or lower game with 
audience until they guess the correct answer. An eagle sees as much as 8 times better than we 
do, and can spot prey from up to a mile away. 
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iii. The eagle swoops down to the water and snatches the fish in its razor-sharp inch-long talons, or 
claws. Show them your talons, Sitka. - Cue eagle to lift foot – Who would like to know what his 
talons feel like? Ha! These aren’t the real thing but can give you an idea. Pass around eagle 
talons replica  

iv. The eagle pulls and tears apart its prey using its large, hooked bill. Notice how its beak is nearly 
as long as its head! Point out beak on eagle 

II. Sadly, their fishy diet caused some problems for bald eagles in the 1960s and 70s.  
a. Few eaglets were hatching because the eggs were infertile or the shells were too thin. Cue eagle to fly to 

nest. How could eating fish cause that to happen? If no one can answer, guide them to it with these 
hints.  

i. Eagles are top predators; that is, they eat the big fish that ate a smaller fish that ate an even 
smaller fish… 

ii. A new pesticide called DDT was sprayed on crops and in towns to control mosquitos and other 
insects. 

iii. Rain washed DDT into the streams, rivers, and lakes, contaminating the fish. 
iv. The more fish the eagles ate, the more DDT they ingested, which turned out to be poisonous 

and caused the reproductive problems.  
Point out biomagnification illustration on signage 

III. Luckily, once we realized the cause of the problem, we were able to do something about it. 
a. The U.S. banned the use of DDT in 1972. 
b. And then the Endangered Species Act was passed in 1973, which helped protect eagles from hunting 

and habitat loss. 
c. Reintroduction programs also helped bald eagle populations recover by releasing captive-born eaglets 

into the wild. 
i. Here at the Zoo, we’ve produced more than a dozen eaglets that have been reintroduced over 

the years. 
Show pictures of eaglets 

 
Conclusion Outline (Content & Activities): 

I. The bald eagle is a true American conservation success story. 
a. Bald eagle populations are booming, with over 100 nests recorded in Ohio alone, up from just 4 nests in 

1974. 
b. They have been downlisted from endangered to threatened on the federal Endangered Species List. 
c. The bald eagle’s recovery has made us more aware of the importance of a cleaner environment, and in 

the process, created a healthier world for all as DDT may be linked to cancer or other diseases in 
humans.  

II. Yet they still need our support to continue to survive in the wild.  
a. What can you do to help bald eagles? Let the audience brainstorm and throw out some ideas first. If they 

don’t come up with some good ideas, suggest the following while pointing them out on the signage. 
i. Be a Bird Watcher - Learn more about eagles by observing them. Most of Ohio’s eagles nest near 

Lake Erie—check the Ohio Division of Wildlife’s web site for locations. 
ii. Prevent Pollution – Try to use as few chemicals as you can, and always dispose of them properly. 

iii. Drive for Wildlife - Purchase a bald eagle or wildlife license plate to show your concern and 
support state conservation efforts. 

III. Sitka and I thank you for your time, and wish you a great rest of your day here at the Cincinnati Zoo.  
Cue eagle to vocalize 

IV. If you want to learn more about birds, take in the Great American Wings of Wonder bird show coming up at 
3 o’clock. 

V. Can I answer any questions? 
Hand out bald eagle “baseball” cards, when available 
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How Did You Do? Checklist 

 
Theme It 
_____ Program conveyed one central message, or 

theme, that fits within the Zoo’s core messages  

 
Go with a Flow 
_____ Greeted visitors with friendly smile 
_____ Introduced self, including name and affiliation 

with the Zoo 
_____ Grabbed audience’s attention with something 

exciting 
_____ Let the audience know what to expect from the 

rest of the program and stated the theme  
_____ Provided appropriate content related to the 

theme 
_____ Did not overload the group with too much 

information 
_____ Strong conclusion with a positive conservation 

message 
_____ Thanked audience for coming 
_____ Suggested other exhibits or events to see or do 

at the Zoo 
 
Me Talk, You Listen, No Fun 
_____ Engaged audience in conversation and asked 

questions 
_____ Involved audience in activities 

 
Appeal to Your Audience 
_____ Assessed audience background 
_____ Satisfied audience’s needs 
_____ Used universal concepts 
_____ Appealed to audience’s values 
_____ Presented information in understandable terms 
_____ Used props 
_____ Appealed to various learning styles 
_____ Appealed to all ages 
_____ Information was interesting 

 
Be Prepared 
_____ Information was accurate 
_____ Knowledgeable about the Zoo in general 
_____ Well-practiced 

 
Communication Basics 
_____ Showed personality 
_____ Used a conversational voice, but could be heard 

by all 
_____ Appeared comfortable and confident 

 
Share Your Passion 
_____ Enthusiastic and passionate 
_____ Shared personal stories 

 
Be Professional 
_____ Neat and professional appearance, including 

name badge 
_____ Started and ended on time 
_____ Respected differing viewpoints 
_____ Used appropriate language 
_____ Respected animals and plants 
_____ Responded positively to visitor comments 
_____ Practiced safety 
_____ Avoided sarcasm 
 
Be Flexible 
_____ Handled unexpected circumstances 

appropriately 

 
Question Session 
_____ Encouraged visitors to ask questions 
_____ Repeated any questions or comments for all to 

hear before answering 
_____ Graciously responded to questions 
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Quick Conversations 
Informal interpretation occurs when you interact 
with someone outside of a formal program.  
Brief encounters can provide the opportunity for 
some of the most powerful interpretation. When 
conversing with just one or a few people at a time, 
you have the chance to really connect with them 
on an intimate level. You can focus on their specific 
interests. The trick is to know how to reach them 
effectively in a short period of time. 
 
If TV commercials can get a message across 
in just 30 seconds, so can you.  
 
Even for a short interaction, it is important to know 
your audience. Greet the visitors and ask a few 
questions to get to know them. Have they been to 
the Zoo before? What are they interested in? 
Picking up on their interests, gear the conversation 
towards an appropriate conservation message, or 
theme. This takes some practice to master but 
surely can be done.  
 
For example, imagine that you are at the bald eagle 
exhibit. A boy stops, points to the eagle talon in 
your hand, and asks you what it is. First of all, 
suppress the temptation to simply tell him that it is 
an eagle talon. Encourage him to take a guess and 
guide him to figuring out the answer. Don’t stop 
there. Ask the visitor what he notices about the 
talon and suppose how the eagle uses it. Again, 
don’t stop there. You have given the visitor some 
great information. Now connect it to the theme. 
Perhaps tell him that while the talon is one of the 
eagle’s great adaptations for catching fish, it once 
caused the eagle problems. Then you can launch 
into the story of how the eagle was once 
endangered because its reproduction was affected 
by eating poisoned fish caught with its talons, and 
how people were able to bring the eagle back from 
the brink of extinction. A simple, tangible object 
bridges the conservation message and connects it 
to the visitor. 
 

Occasionally a visitor will lose interest and leave 
before you’re able to impart the theme. You 
cannot control what they do. However, by making 
your interpretation enjoyable and engaging, you 
can often accomplish the goal. 
 
Disengagement 
You may run across a visitor that monopolizes your 
time. If other visitors are seeking your attention, it 
is reasonable to tell the guest to excuse you while 
you check on other visitors. If you need to leave, 
suggest that the visitor return at another time or 
day when someone will be available to help them 
or encourage them to stop by another station or 
visit Guest Relations with any questions. 
 
Turn it into an interpretive moment 
If someone asks a simple informative question such 
as the location of the restrooms and obviously 
doesn’t have much time, respect that. Don’t force 
interpretation on someone who isn’t interested. 
You might simply suggest that they be sure not to 
miss a certain exhibit or event while they are at the 
Zoo today. 
 
If the person doesn’t seem to be in too much of a 
hurry, offer them your time or assistance. Often, 
people would like to engage you in conversation 
but feel it may be inappropriate to take up your 
time. Ask them if they would like some advice on 
which exhibits to visit or if they would be 
interested in hearing about the Education 
programs the Zoo offers. 
 
Most people are excited to talk to “insiders” about 
the Zoo. They are flattered that you took a few 
moments out of your day to share something with 
them that they hadn’t expected. If a simple 
exchange with a visitor leads that visitor to look 
into donating money, visit the Bird Show, or stop 
by the Education building to find out about the 
Nocturnal Adventures programs, for example, you 
have turned it into an interpretive opportunity.
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Examples of Quick Conversations 
 
Where’s the bathroom? 
 Not-so-good response: 

• Look at your map. 
• That way. 

Better response: 
• Keep going straight until you cross a 

path and follow that to the left. 
Interpretive response: 

• Give them directions (maybe involve 
all of their senses—landmarks, type 
of path they walk on, follow smells 
of cat urine) and suggest that they 
be sure to see some exhibit they’ll 
pass on the way there or that’s 
nearby when they’re done.  

 
Why are there cardboard boxes and plastic balls in 
with the bonobos? 
 Not-so-good response: 

• The keepers put them in there. 
Better response: 

• They play with them. 
Interpretive response: 

• Bonobos are our closest living 
relatives. Like us, they are very 
intelligent and like to be stimulated. 
The keepers do lots of things to 
make their lives at the Zoo more 
enriching. Giving the bonobos things 
to play with like the boxes and balls 
is just one way we do that. 

 
 
Where did you get the animals in the Zoo? Did 
they come from the wild? 
 Not-so-good response 

• I don’t know. Some come from the 
wild. 

Better response: 
• Some are born in the Zoo or come 

from other zoos. Others come from 
the wild. 

Interpretive response 
• Most of the animals you see in zoos 

today are born in captivity. Very 
rarely are animals taken out of the 
wild anymore. In fact, zoos work to 
protect wildlife and wild places. 
Animals at the Zoo are ambassadors 
for their species, teaching visitors 
about wildlife and inspiring them to 
help animals in the wild. 
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Giving a Guided Tour 

 
Giving guided tours means including the previously 
discussed elements for all effective interpretation. 
There are several extra steps necessary to make 
this type of interpretation successful.  
 
 
Checklist for an effective guided tour 
 
√  Inventory the area. Interpreters should 

become intimately familiar with the route 
and each of the stops planned along the 
way. An outline that lists each stop and the 
key ideas to be delivered can be especially 
helpful.  

 
√ Be sure to address the basic needs of group 

members before the tour begins. 
 
√  Start on time and reassure your group that 

you will return to the starting point and 
anyone coming to meet them will be able to 
find them. 

 
√  As the group leader, you must take charge 

and stay in the front of the group. 
 
√  Make allowances for the age and/or special 

needs of your group. 
 
√  It is a good idea to have a chaperone or a 

second guide to bring up the rear and  
assure that no one gets lost along the way. 

 
√  When you stop, make sure the entire group 

has gathered and everyone is focused on 
you before you begin speaking.  

 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
√  Be sure not to block the visitors’ view of the 

animal or exhibit you’re interpreting. 
 
√  Use a conversational voice but make sure 

everyone can hear you. 
 
√ If a group member makes a comment or 

asks a question, repeat the question or 
comment before answering it.  

 
√  Plan the transition between stops carefully 

using questioning, mystery, imitation of 
animal movements, and other ideas.  

 
√  Use the ideas of the transition to engage 

the group at the next stop. 
 
√  Take advantage of “teachable moments” if 

something unusual occurs. 
 
√  Have a definite dismissal point where you 

deliver the concluding statement, which 
should be a restatement of the theme. 
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Resources 
 
Learn more! You can borrow many of the resources on interpretation listed below from the library on the 3rd 
floor of the Education Center. 
 
Beck, Larry and Ted Cable. Interpretation for the 21st Century. 1996. 
 
Brochu, Lisa and Tim Merriman. Personal Interpretation. 2001. 
 
Cornell, Joseph. Sharing Nature with Children. 1979. 
 
Grinder, Alison and E. Sue McCoy. The Good Guide: A Sourcebook for Interpreters, Docents and Tour Guides. 
1985. 
 
Ham, Sam. Environmental Interpretation:  A Practical Guide. 1992. 
 
Knudson, Douglas, Ted Cable and Larry Beck. Interpretation of Cultural and Natural Resources. 1995. 
 
Lewis, William. Interpreting for Park Visitors. 1995. 
 
National Association of Interpretation. Interpretive Guide Training Workbook. 2000. 
 
National Association for Interpretation at www.interpnet.com 
 
Sobel, David. Beyond Ecophobia: Reclaiming the Heart in Nature Education. 1996. 
 
Tilden, Freeman. Interpreting Our Heritage. 1957. 
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