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Dedication

To Jim Tobin (1924-1985), who shared his love
of the national parks, his respect for the National
Park Service, and his enthusiasm for interpretation.
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FOREWORD

When the first national park was established at Yellowstone on March 1,
1872, all that could be loosely defined as an interpretive program for future
visitors was the report from the 1870 expedition that discovered the site. Old
Faithful geyser had barely been named, and the National Park Service was
as yet unformed, so how could the park’s geologic phenomena be interpreted
to the public? The effectiveness of such interpretive programs as later emerged
could have been evaluated only by the “oohs” and ‘“ahhs” of visitors and
postcard readers.

Park interpretation has come a long way since that time. Hundreds of
national parks have since been established, and each one has an interpretive
staff, professionals armed with extensive training and often with degrees in
biology, paleontology, or American history. Interpretive programs range from
sophisticated, multi-media events to more subtle, hushed commentary on a
dawn canyon walk.

The National Park Service has at its disposal years of accumulated experi-
ence with natural and historical resources as well as with the most modern
techniques for educating groups of visitors. The result has been that Americans
hold the park ranger in highest regard, and value and look forward to interpre-
tive programs whenever they visit a national park. This relationship between
interpreter and visitor, in turn, generates broad support for parks throughout
the nation, and helps make the National Park Service one of the country’s
more popular federal bureaucracies.

As I write this, the field of interpretation is entering a new phase. Having
developed the art of interpretation to a high degree, the Park Service is
increasingly stepping back and looking at the science of evaluating interpre-
tation. What and how to interpret the parks to the public, and which individual
programs are effective, rank high among the questions most debated by park
interpreters and administrators. Spending decisions hinge on this debate, mak-
ing it a crucial issue in park policy.

In response to this debate, Dr. Gary E. Machlis, Sociology Project
Leader of the National Park Service Cooperative Park Studies Unit at the
University of Idaho, began to solicit a wide range of opinions on the subject






