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Amy Galperin – Principle One

The first principle, you can read it on the screen, "Any interpretation that does not somehow relate to what is being displayed or described to something within the personality or experience of the visitor will be sterile."  And basically what that says is relate to the visitor.

And most of you are thinking to yourself, "Of course relate to the visitor."  But actually, what what does this really mean?  Let's say we have a stream with a riparian area in it and you've got a lot of fishermen using this area.  What your first instinct would be, "Oh, let's put up some interpretive signs about the fish in the area."  So you have an interpretive sign and you put up a sign with pretty pictures of trout, rainbow trout, and pretty pictures of sun fish, et cetera.  

But what does the visitor really want?  They really want to know how to catch the big one.

What about the BLM?  Well, what the BLM is doing with this, people are driving through that riparian area and affecting the vegetation in that area.

Instead of putting up a sign about the fish in the area, how about putting up a sign of... "How to catch the big one!" That's what your fishermen want. 
And this is an area for trout.  Well, your sign could have a graphic with the rock and the water coming over the rock and a big pool down here with your trout in the big pool and a fly on top of the water and actually showing that trout like cold water.

And your text could say something like "Trout are cold water fish, and being a cold water fish, it needs deep areas, and it will stay by the vegetation along the sides of the water, and the best place to catch a trout is where the water is colder, such as your deep holes."

"The BLM, in trying to maintain high‑quality trout habitat, actually tries to protect the vegetation along the streams, and so the BLM is protecting that vegetation by keeping vehicles and cows out of this area."

Now, that is a much more effective interpretive sign because it is relating to the visitor.  In fact, nowadays, we have entire profession that focuses on relating to the visitor called the Visitor Studies Association, and this is their website right here, and you can see their website address up top here.  

The Visitor Studies Association actually started out of the museum world, and what they did is they found that when they did evaluations and studies on visitors using museums, and they would go back and tell the museum, you know, "There's some problems here, these exhibits have problems," the museums are going, "Very nice, but we don't have the money to make changes."  And what the Visitor Studies Association ‑‑ which is made up of mainly social scientists, some interpreters, but mainly social scientists ‑‑ have realized evaluation search more effective for the museums when it's done before the museum even starts working on the display, that you use evaluation to involve the visitors.

Let me give you an example.  I have taken some courses with the Visitor Studies Group, and let me tell you about one of the courses I took.  It was at the Museum of Nature and Science, which is a big natural history museum in Denver.  It was on a Saturday, Saturday morning, and on this course, the museum said that they are really interested in updating their archaeological display.  

So we talked to the museum more and the museum staff, and we found out what they really want to do is help people understand that they should not be collecting artifacts out on public lands and other areas.

An so we thought, okay, if that's the main issue the museum wants to work with, let us come up with a question of "Where do archaeologists find their information?"  And so we went around the museum on a Saturday morning asking the people in the museum, "Where do you think archaeologists get their information?"

We came back together and recorded and shared the information we got from the visitors.  Now remember, these are people in a museum on a Saturday.  These people tend to be better educated than the average public, plus they were in a museum on a Saturday morning, which means that they have some interest in natural history.

Well, what we found out from these folks, the main place archaeologists find their information?  From books.  In fact, the more we talked to the visitors, the more we found out that they view archaeologists doing these digs not to collect information but on a treasure hunt.  They viewed archaeologists as treasure hunters looking for stuff, and the reason they were doing this dig is they were trying to find stuff.

In fact, why shouldn't they collect stuff?  If they collected stuff, then they would have it in their living rooms and more people could see it than an archaeologist having it in their office and only a few people getting to see it.

"An archaeologist is doing nothing but doing treasure hunting.  Why should they have the stuff just because they have an academic degree and not me, who can share it with my friends and family?"

We went back to the museum and said, "You know, the real issue is not collecting the stuff.  The real issue is helping visitors understand that an archaeologist is not a treasure hunter but a detective, and what this detective is trying to do is they're trying to find out the background of what the people at the site did through finding clues.  And we told the museum that they really needed to focus on finding the clues, and instead, when they're putting up these exhibits, and if they have an exhibit and they have one layer that's black with some wood chards in it, that they should help the visitor understand that this is a mystery.  The mystery in trying to figure out what's in that layer is probably trying to figure out, Is that a campsite?  Was there a fire there that a building burnt down?  Was it a cooking spot, part of a kitchen?  And that's the mystery that the archaeologist is trying to find, and finding pieces of pottery in that mystery is very important to uncovering, What was this site?  What were the people doing in this site?  And the stuff that archaeologists come out, like the pots and stuff, should be shown separate from the archaeology exhibit.  And even when they display these potteries, they should spend more time talking about what are these potteries, what were they used for, versus telling them about the stuff found out at the site, and that the real focus should be turning this whole thing about archaeology into a detective game, and actually that's what the museum did.

So relating to the visitors, we really need to know what the visitors are thinking before we can design our site.  

