
 
 
 

Formative Evaluation Report  
for the 

Naval Live Oaks Visitor Center 
 
 
 

 
 
 

Prepared by 
Marcella Wells, Ph.D. 
Wells Resources, Inc. 

marcellawells@comcast.net 
(970) 498-9350 

 
 
 
 

January 26, 2006 



Gulf Island Evaluation Report 1-26-07 2

 
Contents 

 
I.   Introduction ………………………………………………………………….……….. 3 
 
II.  Methodology ……………………………………………………………….…………. 3 

A. Sampling Strategy (p.5) 
 
B. Procedure (p.6) 
 
C. Data Analysis (p.6) 

 
III.  Results …………………………………………………………………… …………... 7 

A. Respondents (p.7) 
 
B. Theme Panel Results (p.8) 

o Introductory Panel – Living Guardians 
o Theme Panel #1 – Sheltering America’s Shores 
o Theme Panel #2 – Securing America’s Independence 
o Theme Panel #3 – Sand, Wind, and Sea 

 
C. Interactive Exhibit Results (p.16) 

o Be a Shipwright 
o Trees to Tall Ships 
o Wind Through the Trees 

 
IV. Discussion and Recommendations …………………………………….………. 19 

A. Overall Recommendations (p.19) 
 
B. Specific Interpretive Panel and Interactive Exhibit Recommendations (p.23) 

o Introductory Panel – Living Guardians 
o Theme Panel #1 – Sheltering American’s Shores 
o Theme Panel #2 – Securing America’s Independence 
o Theme Panel #3 – Sand, Wind, and Sea 
o Interactive #1 - Be a Shipwright 
o Interactive #2 - Trees to Tall Ships 
o Interactive #3 - Wind Through the Trees 

 
V.  Appendices ……………………………………………………………….…………. 27 

Appendix A – Introductory Material for General Visitors 
Appendix B – Survey Materials for General Visitors 
Appendix C – Student/Teacher Evaluation Forms 
Appendix D – Staff Evaluation Form 
Appendix E – Critical Appraisal 

 



Gulf Island Evaluation Report 1-26-07 3

 
Formative Evaluation Report for 
Naval Live Oaks Visitor Center 

 
Introduction 
The purpose of this evaluation was to conduct a formative study of proposed interpretive 
media (major theme panels and select interactive exhibits) for Alternative #1 of the 
Schematic Plan (presented August 30, 2006) and subsequent Concept Plan.  This 
evaluation recognized the following primary learning objectives of the project as described 
in the planning documents.   

• Visitors will learn what a live oak is and its evolving significance to the protection of our 
nation. 

• Visitors will learn the history of the Naval Live Oak Preserve and its unique status as 
the nation’s first tree farm (plantation). 

• Visitors will learn the role of Gulf Island National Seashore as part of the National Park 
Service and of its importance for the protection of green space. 

The results of this evaluation are designed to be used by the planning team for continued 
discussion, decision-making, and development of interpretive media for this project. 

 
Methodology 
This evaluation employed a series of on-site self-administered surveys to explore the 
effectiveness of four preliminary text panels and three interactive exhibits as described 
below.   
 
Major Theme Panels 

# and Name Evaluation Question(s) Panel description Forms Used 
L-01-001 – Living 
Guardians (Intro 
Panel)   
 
Concept Plan - 
Page 3 

Effectiveness for framing content of 
overall exhibit (Exhibit Introduction) 
• Interesting? 
• Informative? 
• Personally relevant? 
• Main message 
• Visitor questions 
• Visitor expectations 
• Changes to panel 

Full size panel printed 
on vinyl with title and 
primary text; taped to 
wall or windows. 

Participant self-
administered survey 
 
40 copies 
 
Color #1 
 

L-01-101 – 
Sheltering 
America’s Shores 
(Protection Panel 
– Introductory) 
 
Concept Plan - 
Page 4 

Effectiveness of section 1 theme (Overall 
Protection) 
• Interesting? 
• Informative? 
• Personally relevant? 
• Main message 
• Visitor questions 
• Visitor expectations 
• Changes to panel 
PLUS quote preference (2 choices) 

Full size panel printed 
on vinyl with title and 
primary text; taped to 
wall or windows. 
 
Panel will contain Latin 
quote but will provide 
two 11x17 print outs of 
quote choices to test. 

Participant self-
administered survey 
(with quote choice 
 
40 copies 
 
Color #2 
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# and Name Evaluation Question(s) Panel description Forms Used 

L-02-001 – 
Securing 
America’s 
Independence 
(Section 2 theme 
panel) 
 
Concept Plan - 
Page 5  

Effectiveness of section 2 theme 
(Navy and Shipbuilding) 
• Interesting? 
• Informative? 
• Personally relevant? 
• Main message 
• Visitor questions 
• Visitor expectations 
• Changes to panel 
 

Full size panel 
printed on vinyl with 
quote, title and 
primary text; taped to 
wall or windows. 
 
 

Participant self-
administered survey 
 
40 copies 
 
Color #3 

L-03-001 – 
Sand, Wind, and 
Sea (Section 3 
theme panel  
 
Concept Plan - 
Page 5 

Effectiveness of section 3 theme (Live 
Oak ecology) 
• Interesting? 
• Informative? 
• Personally relevant? 
• Main message 
• Visitor questions 
• Visitor expectations 
• Changes to panel 
PLUS  title preference (5 choices + 
visitor option) 

Full size panel 
printed on vinyl with 
title and primary text; 
taped to wall or 
windows. 
 
Panel will have Latin 
title but will offer 5 
title choices printed 
on 11x17  

Participant self-
administered survey 
(with title choices)  
 
40 copies 
 
Color #4 
 

Select Interactive Exhibits 
02-250 – Be a 
Shipwright  

How effective is the computer 
interactive  sequence and 
accompanying text for teaching about 
ship construction and wood 
characteristics 
• Initial reactions to game:  

Interesting? Informative? 
Relevant? 

• Purpose of exhibit (main message) 
• Most effective part(s) 
• Changes needed 

Paper copies of a 
decision tree for 
interactive game.   
 

Self-administered 
survey – randomly 
distributed in packets 
 
20 copies 

02-300 – Trees 
to Tall Ships  

How effective is interactive exhibit 
and instruction text for teaching about 
ship construction, tree selection, and 
ship building decisions. 
• Initial reactions to game:  

Interesting? Informative? 
Relevant? 

• Purpose of exhibit (main message) 
• Most effective part(s) 
• Changes needed 

Panel backdrop with 
title and Greek text.  
Instructions and small 
template pieces 
provide on table top  

Self-administered 
survey – randomly 
distributed in packets 
 
20 copies 

03-250 – Wind  How effective is this interactive for 
conveying live oak protection from 
wind and hurricanes?   
• Initial reactions to game:  

Interesting? Informative? 
Relevant? 

• Purpose of exhibit (main message) 
• Most effective part(s) 
• Changes needed 

Two hairdryer fans, 
one with perforated 
metal trees in front of 
it plus instructions. 

Self-administered 
survey – randomly 
distributed in packets 
 
20 copies 
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Sampling Strategy 
Winter visitation to this Visitor Center is minimal and so a non-probability, purposive 
sample was used for this evaluation to ensure adequate responses.  The following 
audience segments were selected for this sample: 
• General visitors:   The Park recruited respondents by inviting them to a winter open 

house during which Live Oak seedlings were distributed.  The open house was held on 
a Saturday, December 9, 2006 from 1p-3p.  Approximately 100-150 people attended 
and respondents for the evaluation were recruited after they were greeted by the visitor 
center staff.  Other drop-in visitors to the visitor center that day (9a-4p) were also 
recruited for the evaluation. 

• School students:   Park staff recruited student participants (3 classes of mixed K-3 
students) from local schools.  Sample included both African American and Caucasian 
students and their teachers who participated in a multi-class field trip on Friday, 
December 8, 2006.  All students from these classes were included in the evaluation 
during this field trip. 

• NPS staff were asked to participate in the evaluation by reviewing the proto-type 
exhibits during the week of December 11, 2006. 

 

Procedure 
General Visitors 
Upon arrival at the visitor center, participants were greeted by the evaluator and escorted 
to an area in the visitor center for orientation.  Visitors who agreed to participate in the 
evaluation were told that the evaluation would take approximately 15-20 minutes and they 
were given the following information (See also Appendix A): 

• This evaluation is being done in concert with the park staff and exhibit planners who are 
designing new exhibits for the visitor center (floor plan and schematics were shown) 

• The placement of the interpretive panels (though full-size) is only approximate and will 
be placed around a large model of a Live Oak Tree in the center of the room, 

• The Latin language you see on some of the panels (captions, titles, quotes) only serves 
as a placeholder for text that will eventually be written for those panels. 

• The resolution of some of the photographs is not final and will be clarified prior to 
fabrication.    

Each respondent group was then provided a clipboard (and pencil) with 5 self-
administered survey sheets to complete (one for each of the interpretive panels and one 
randomly selected interactive exhibit survey1).  If there was more than one person per 
group, the group was encouraged to interact with the exhibits as they would normally on a 
visit to the center and then have one person in that group record responses.  Visitors were 

                                                 
1  Recognizing possible excessive visitor burden, only one of the three possible exhibit surveys was inserted into each 
packet.  
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shown the sequence for visiting the panels and told to return the clipboard to the evaluator 
once they completed the forms. 
 
School Students 
When the school students (with their teachers) arrived at the visitor center, they were 
escorted into the auditorium for an orientation.  The evaluator described the purpose of the 
visit and divided the group (approximately 30) into two smaller groups.  One group 
remained in the auditorium to watch a showing of The Lorax (DVD film).  The other group 
went with the evaluator (and assistant) to the visitor center where they were divided again 
in to two groups – one to go with the evaluator and one to go with the assistant 
(approximately 8-9 students per group).  In both groups, students visited each of the 
panels and interactive exhibits (with the exception of the Be a Shipwright interactive 
deemed age-inappropriate for these students).  At each ‘station’ evaluator (or assistant) 
helped students read the narrative and review the photos.  Then, each group was asked a 
series of questions concerning vocabulary, main message, and suggested changes (see 
Appendix C).  This process continued until all 4 panels and 2 interactive stations were 
evaluated.  Process was repeated for the remaining students. 
Accompanying teachers were provided with a short self-administered survey (see 
Appendix C) to complete as they observed their students interacting with the exhibits and 
panels.   
 
Staff 
NPS staff were asked to review the proto-type theme panels and interactive exhibits using 
a staff evaluation form (Appendix D) during the evaluation period.   
 
Evaluator (Critical Appraisal) 
The project evaluator conducted an independent critical appraisal of the interpretive panels 
and interactive exhibits.  The process included reading carefully all panels and instructions 
and organizing comments related to both the process and content of the exhibits.  The 
recommendations from this critical appraisal are presented in Appendix E. 
 

Data Analysis 
Following the on-site evaluation, evaluator compiled, organized, and analyzed all the data.  
Descriptive statistics were used to summarize age, gender, zip code, group size, and 
previous visitation for the general visitors.  Frequencies were used to analyze scale item 
questions on all surveys.  Content analysis was used to summarize opened-ended 
responses for all groups.  This report contains the summary of this data analysis.  
Discussion and recommendations are also provided based on this analysis.   
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Results  
This section of the report summarizes evaluation findings.  First, respondent groups 
numbers are described, then findings are summarized by area (theme panel or interactive 
exhibit) for each of the primary participant groups, (a) general visitors and (b) students.  
Discussion and recommendations are presented in section following these results. The few 
teacher and staff comments obtained have been integrated into the critical appraisal 
recommendations presented in Appendix E.   
 

Respondents 
Respondent Group 1 - General Visitors 
A total of 23 self-administered surveys were distributed during the evaluation period.  A 
total of 21 usable surveys were returned.    

• Surveys were completed by 12 males and 11 females.   

• Respondents ranged in age from 15 to 73.  Mean age of all respondents was 50 years 
old.  Mean group size was 2 but group sizes ranged from 1 to 6 members.   

• The majority of respondents (75% or n=16) indicated they had (a) visited the Gulf 
Island National Seashore before and, (b) had visited this visitor center before.2   

• Six respondents were from Pensacola zip codes; five were from Gulf Breeze zip codes; 
five were from other nearby Florida communities, and four were from areas outside of 
Florida including Canada, Colorado, Texas, and Maryland. 

 
Respondent Group 2 - School Students 
Accompanied by their teachers (2 teachers and 1 parent volunteer), a total of 30 students, 
grades 1st through 3rd participated in the evaluation.  They came as one group.  No 
demographic data were collected about these students although the group was clearly a 
mix of Caucasian, African-American, and Hispanic children, included some ESL (English 
as Second Language) students, and some special needs students.   
 
Respondent Group 3 – NPS Staff 
Staff responses were minor (n=2) and so are included with the evaluator’s comments in 
the Critical Appraisal (Appendix E). 
 

 
 
                                                 
2 The 75% repeat visitors for this evaluation does not necessarily represent typical visitation at NLO.  This percentage 
was high due to the time of year and the nature of the sampling strategy.  The Park assumes a more realistic repeat 
visitation of about 20%. 
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Theme Panel Results 
For general visitor respondents, the same set of questions was asked about each of four 
interpretive panels.  The first three questions were forced-choice questions asked using a 
7-point scale relating to how interesting, informative, and personally relevant each was.   In 
addition, four open-ended questions were posed to solicit respondent perceptions about 
main message, questions, desired artifacts/information, and suggested changes to panels.  
Findings for these questions for each of the four interpretive panels are presented below 
by visitor group.  Individual comments are separated by semi-colon and multiple similar 
responses are indicated in parentheses.  
 

Note about the findings:  Findings are presented here as collected, organized, and 
analyzed by the evaluator.  Because only about 30% of the exhibit elements were tested in 
this evaluation, many of the visitor comments will be about items or ideas that are planned 
but which were not part of this evaluation.  The fact that respondents successfully 
anticipated much of what is already planned is a positive finding.  The visitor remarks in 
this section should be viewed as a checklist for continued discussion, decision-making, 
and development.  

 
Introduction Panel – Living Guardians 
General Visitor Results 
Overall, respondents found this panel somewhat interesting (mean = 4.5), somewhat 
informative (mean = 4.2) and somewhat personally relevant (mean = 4.1)3.  When asked to 
elaborate on these scale item responses, several respondents offered comments 
including: 
• Not very exciting; vague; nothing really jumps out to say read me; little info – I thought they were a 

source of oak for ship building (n=4) 

• It is an ample introduction and suggests that there is more to learn here – it hooks; panel is good and 
well done but I would respond more to a running slide presentation or a 3-dimensional tree (n=2) 

• Who planted these trees; needs more info about who planted these trees (n=2) 

• Brief…message needs more info about the trees (size, pictures); not a whole lot of information – but eye 
catching (n=2) 

• What is a live oak? 

• While you would expect a general intro panel, this doesn’t make that impression on me 

• More graphic elements would be an improvement.  

• Live oaks were (used) for military purposes (in Spain) 

• Monochromatic – poor color coordinating for an icebreaker (poor contrast) 

 

 

                                                 
3  All scale items were measured on a 7-point scale ranging from 1=not interesting/informative/relevant at all to 7 = extremely 
interesting/informative/relevant.  
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When asked about the main message for this panel, responses were varied.  Most 
respondents reiterated the specific “guardian” theme and/or the importance of the Naval 
Live Oak idea, while others were a bit more general in their description or said they did not 
know what the main message was. 
• guardians; live oaks are protectors of the past and future; erosion-preventing live oaks; Live Oak trees 

protect the shoreline; how oaks protect the area (n=5) 

• that the live oak is special and historic tree for the U.S.; oaks have value yesterday, today, and 
tomorrow; the importance of the past of oak; how oaks in this area are important and necessary for 
shade, barrier, erosion control (n=5) 

• a description of the trees growing in the area; plants/live oaks; live oaks – how old they are and what 
they were used for (n=3). 

• weak; doesn’t explain what a Naval Live Oak is; not sure (n=3) 

 
When asked what questions they had after reading this panel, respondents indicated the 
following: 
• What is a live oak?  What is a naval live oak? Where did the name ‘naval’ come from? (n=6) 

• Who planted them and why? Where were they planted? (n=3) 

• How were they used in our nation’s defense and conservation? (n=2) 

• How do they guard our future? (n=2) 

• Why did they choose this town to grow them in?  Were there native stands (here)? (n=2) 

• Who is the living guardian – the NPS or the Oaks? 

 

When asked what artifacts or information might be expected in this exhibit, respondents 
suggested: 
• Specific information on the species (height, age, use of wood, leaves, etc.); normal habitat and range; 

about the trees live (floral aspect); about the man-made aspects (lumber, uses, etc.); description of the 
leaves – young and old; biological information on the tree species itself; more information on the tree; 
organism found in and around the trees; a real live oak seedling – picture of root system and how 
different from other oaks (n=7)  

• Early artifacts and tools built from the local trees; examples of how wood was used; ships (n=3) 

• A tree; a big branch of tree, a slice of oak, bark; a limb  (n=3) 

• More pictures of live oaks; of ships (n=2) 

• A map would be nice. 

 

Finally, when asked what changes they would make, respondents suggested: 
• More text; more substance – protect our young nation; protect our nation’s coastal ecosystems; Should 

say: “In 1828 J.Q. Adams set this park aside for our 1st and only federal tree farm for ship building”; more 
about the history of the actual property here. (n=4) 

• More pictures showing soil erosion and hurricane protection; more graphics (n=3) 

• Brighter colors - too washed out, pallid; I would have it catchier – more today! (2) 

• Not to enamored with the cannon poking out at me although the ship wall is very significant to the history 
of the park 
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• More interactive/hands-on exhibits 

 

School Student Results 
Discussion with students rendered information about vocabulary and main messages for 
each of the themed panels.  Caution should be used in extrapolating these results too far 
however.  Young visitors of this age (mixed class grades 1st – 3rd) would mostly likely be 
visiting the center with families or in school field trips.  In either case, their visit would most 
likely be facilitated by an adult. 
Vocabulary - difficult or new words on this panel mentioned by students included: 
guardians, formative, essential, coastline, conservation, continual, self-defense, sheltering, 
naval, preserve.  When reading the sign, many students had difficulty reading “live” (with a 
long i) as an adjective in Live Oak vs. “live” (what humans do).   
Main Message - two of the groups were able to articulate a partial message about, (a) 
trees grow here, and (b) guardian is a word that means protection.  None of the groups 
however, were able to clearly link the trees here to guardianship of the area over time.  
And indeed, this is a rather sophisticated message for students of this grade level. 
  
Theme Panel #1 Sheltering American’s Shores 
General Visitor Results 
Overall, respondents found this panel interesting (mean = 4.8), informative (mean = 5.2) 
and personally relevant (mean = 5.2).  When asked to elaborate on these scale item 
responses, several respondents offered comment including: 
• Much more informative than #1 – more information; elaboration upon the first panel; better than 

‘guardians’  (n=3) 

• Title is ‘sheltering the shores’ but it talks about ship building; shipbuilding doesn’t belong on this panel – 
sheltering shore (n=2) 

• Good pictures 

• Changing emphasis from military to eco 

• Still seems a little vague – how do you shelter shores, needs more detail 

 
When asked about the main message for this panel, responses were varied.  Many 
respondents articulated a portion of the ‘protection’ theme while several others picked up 
more about the range and characteristics of the Live Oak trees and/or their use by the 
navy.  Others were more general in their description or said they did not know what the 
main message was. 
• Live oak trees have been proven beneficial for their shelter, ability to withstand storms, and (for) 

windbreak properties; the oaks provide shelter for our coasts; live oaks not only protect our shores from 
hurricanes while alive, but from invasion when harvested; protection and shelter live oaks provided to the 
coast; security; protecting (our) shores; its (Live Oak) use, protectiveness, and history;. (n=6) 

• America’s live oak; strength of this tree; long living, strong useful wood and habitat (range; exhibit 
compares the strength of the oaks for their intended and non-intended use. (n=4)  

• Live oak trees were planted here by the navy to use for timber; military; ships – building with oaks (n=3) 
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• explains the evolution of our use and benefits of the live oak  

• Too many subjects – shores, ships, maps, evergreens 

• 1st tree farm in the U.S.  

• Don’t know 

 
When asked what questions they had after reading this panel, respondents indicated the 
following: 
• Why were the trees not used by the Navy for timber? Why didn’t the Navy ever use the trees here?  

Were the oaks used for ship building or not – a point of confusion!  (n=3) 

• What are the spots on the SE map? (n=2) 

• When was the Constitution built?  Mention that it is still in commission and salable [sic]!!  Is the U.S. 
Constitution made of wood that grows here?  (n=2) 

• States that the main purpose was a reserve for the Navy – this should be on the first panel. 

• More about the timber reserve – date, size, number of acres, purpose, location, since it was the Nation’s 
first reserve. 

• How do they protect the shore? Be more specific. 

• The words don’t go with the pictures. 

• This answers the questions I had after panel #1. 

 

When asked what artifacts or information might be expected in this exhibit, respondents 
suggested: 
• More pictures of ships; graphic of a ship built from live oak – perhaps linking live oaks to the nickname 

‘old ironsides’; boats/ships, made of oak, that survived storms; another picture; more ship pictures; ship 
parts (n=6) 

• Cutout of an actual limb – rings for age; an actual piece of oak (and describing why it is so resistant and 
strong).  (n=3) 

• Picture of (oak) root system; temperatures below tree (in shade) on hot day 

 

Finally, when asked what changes they would make, respondents suggested: 
• More pictures of ships; Pictures of period people (n=2) 

• I like to see artifacts; could have sample of thickness of “Constitution’s” hull. (n=2) 

• Pretty good as is; nothing (n=2) 

• Should say these trees are ‘evergreen’. 

• Make small print larger 

• The naval live oaks intended purpose has not been explained fully 

• Too mixed up –ships or oak? 

• Drop the ship and focus on protecting shores – map of U.S, root system, acorns, water consumption 

• I would make it multi-dimensional – the sound of wind and rain, footage of hurricanes hitting the area 

• Looks like the Constitution is being blasted and sunk, no mention of that 
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Also for this interpretive panel, a choice of two quotes was tested.  Respondents preferred 
quote A three to one over quote B although two respondents preferred neither quote. 

Quote A (n=12):  “It is evergreen, and the wood almost incorruptible, even in the open air.”  (John 
Bartram)  

Quote B (n=4):  “Live-Oak chiefly grows on dry, sandy Knolls.  This is an Evergreen and the most 
durable Oak all America affords.”  (John Lawson, Surveyor-General of North Carolina, in a New 
Voyage to Carolina, 1709)  

Neither (n=2) 

 
Student Results 
Vocabulary:  Difficult or new words on this panel mentioned by students included: 
passersby, sheltering, windbreak, durability, surviving trees. 
Main Message:  None of the groups articulated a complete theme although some of the 
separate ideas may be getting across to this age group.   Words such as boats, sheltering, 
maps, and ships were used to describe the theme of this panel.  One group mis-labeled 
the ship (model) as the Mayflower.   
 
Theme Panel #2 – Securing America’s Independence   
Visitor Results 
Overall, respondents found this panel interesting (mean = 5.0), informative (mean = 4.9) 
and personally relevant (mean = 5.0).  When asked to elaborate on these scale item 
responses, several respondents offered comment including: 
• Need more direct history information; seems interesting but no depth of information; doesn’t seem to 

have anything to do with this park, need to incorporate this area into the panel; very little detail 
represented (n=4) 

• Good – interesting photos and information; good photos; good interest, great color and pictures (n=3) 

• Had not realized the live oak reserve was originally started specifically for ship building 

• Don’t understand the quote 

• The pictures are not exciting – how about pictures of the actual pirates and some details about our initial 
navy men – make it personal. 

 

When asked about the main message for this panel, responses were varied.  Several 
respondents linked live oaks specifically to shipbuilding, while others described the theme 
more generally as the origins of the U.S. Navy.  Two respondents suggested a general 
national defense theme.  Others offered more general comments or said they did not know 
what the main message was. 
• Usefulness of the live oak and how it was used in shipbuilding to support the navy; live oaks were used 

to secure our independence; live oaks, American Navy; Live oaks used for ships; the ships that protected 
our coast were made of oak.(n=5) 

• The U.S. Navy in the early years of the country; history of our nation’s navy; how the American navy was 
created; the U.S. started its own fleet and became respected at sea. (n=4) 
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• Protecting America’s independence; national defense (n=2) 

• Evolution of the history and purpose of the naval live oaks. 

• America’s navy first established its reputation against pirates. 

• Origins of the Park 

• I don’t know. 

 
When asked what questions they had after reading this panel, respondents indicated the 
following: 
• What does this have to do with live oaks?  How many of these ships were built of Live Oak and why was 

it necessary to reserve huge tracks?  Why were live oaks the best to build ships out of?  The connection 
of live oaks to navel [sic] purposes was vague.  (n=4) 

• Where did these ships fight? What happened to all these ships? What happened to the sailors? (n=3) 

• Why so many pictures of burning ships? 

• Should this be panel #1 or a combination of #1 and #2? 

• Why, on the three cubes of wood, is oak the heaviest? 

 
When asked what artifacts or information might be expected in this exhibit, respondents 
suggested: 
• Parts of an actual ship; part of a live oak ship; pirate ship models; ships (n=4) 

• Cannon balls; stories of cannonballs bouncing off sides; reference to cannon (above) (n=3) 

• Documents to do with establishing a reservation; map of Gulf Breeze peninsula and reserved oaks in 
relation to naval base. (n=2) 

• Number and type of ships built from oak in the early years;  

• Tie an actual tree (or replica) to where used on the ship. 

• Thickness of main mast and hull 

• Metal artifacts from ships 

• Number of years it takes oak ship to decay.  

• For how many years was oak used to protect our commerce? 

 

Finally, when asked what changes they would make, respondents suggested: 
• Good pictures; need captions with information, states, names, etc.; there are no captions (n=2) 

• We liked this display best; nothing (n=2) 

• Add picture on the bottom 

• Print is too small. 

• (Improve) quality of the first picture. 

• The ship display with cannon is set to be removed as I understand it.  PLEASE consider 
transfer/donation to the proposed Maritime Museum of Pensacola 
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Student Results 
Vocabulary - difficult or new words on this panel mentioned by students included:  
independence, Algiers, extortion, demanded, extension, Mediterranean, Revolution, 
government. 
Main Message – one group described the message as, “it’s about boats and war”, another 
said it was about American Independence.  The message about the U.S. Navy is not clear 
to these students and the connection of the picture(s) to the ship model does not seem to 
be clear. 
 
Theme Panel #3 – Sand, Wind, and Sea 
Visitor Results 
Overall, respondents found this panel quite interesting (mean = 5.5), quite informative 
(mean = 5.5) and personally quite relevant (mean = 5.4).  When asked to elaborate on 
these scale item responses, several respondents offered comment including: 
Same as sheltering shores 

• Pictures germane; we like the colors of the pictures (n=2) 

• I prefer emphasis on nature so generations can protect It forever 

• Right on! 

• Demonstrates importance of wooded shores 

• More info, more interactives 

• Good interactive display; the interaction with the dryers is fun and educational; the interactive display 
(fans) really gives a good simple point (n=2)4 

 
When asked about the main message for this panel, responses were fairly consistent.  
The vast majority of respondents who answered this question described the main message 
as having to do with the importance of these trees for humans and animals; their 
importance in the area’s ecology.  Two respondents specified the theme as protection from 
the wind.   
• (the oaks) usefulness to many animals, flora, and fauna; live oaks place in nature as steward and 

protection of countless other life; the importance of these special trees in our area, especially along the 
seashore; explains the value of the live oak to humans; (oaks) provide shelter; live oaks make life safer 
and more enjoyable for use as well as for wildlife; live oaks are refuge for many; ecological importance; 
role of oak in ecosystem; life oaks and its benefits; usefulness of trees in protecting shorelines and 
animals (n=12) 

• how the oaks protect us from the wind; this shows how trees block the wind (n=2) 

• Live oaks are nice to have – they’re pretty 

 

                                                 
4  Although the interactive display was evaluated separately, some respondents obviously viewed the hair dryers exhibit 
as part of this interpretive panel. 
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When asked what questions they had after reading this panel, respondents indicated the 
following: 
• None, no questions (n=5) 

• I love the nature incorporated in this panel – should be more emphasized (throughout) 

• How old can live oaks grow to be? 

• Do live oaks resist storm surge and waves? 

• Are live oak acorns a potential crop? 

• How do live oaks flourish?  And why? 

• I see a lot of pine trees outside – are the oaks the climax species? 

 
When asked what artifacts or information might be expected in this exhibit, respondents 
suggested: 
• Examples of bark, moss, acorns, etc.; samples of acorns; leaves or bark; basket of acorns; real acorns; 

Spanish moss (n=7) 

• Pictures including birds and animals; live oaks with life in, on, and around it; wildlife sheltering in the 
branches of the tree above; stuffed real animals (taxidermy specimens). (n=5) 

• More information on fauna 

• Information about how various animals, snakes, birds use the tree 

• Height of trees, growth in 10 years, depth of roots 

 
Finally, when asked what changes they would make, respondents suggested: 
• Show reference to how tree protects and helps other live beings; more information on the animals/bird 

life connected to these trees; add animals and birds; add the actual items (acorns, animals, moss) (n=4) 

• Just give us more hands-on; make it more dimensional – have a huge root system displayed; make a 
tree limb of plexiglass with organisms inside.  (n=2) 

• Link live oaks durability to their habitat – naturally selected to be strong, what disadvantages limit its 
range 

• Illustration, information, and example of Spanish moss – how it was used 

• Explain why they are called ‘evergreen’. 

• No big words – easy for kids to understand 

• Big satellite picture of a hurricane; more of hurricane patterns – overlap with map of live oak habitat. 

 
A final question for this panel asked respondents to indicate their preference, among 5 
choices for a title.  Respondent’s reactions are indicted in parentheses following each. 

A = Shelter on the Shore (n=9) 

B = Live Oak Refuge (n=0) 

C = Live Oak Sanctuary (n=2) 

D = Grandest Planted Tree (n=1) 

E = Sand, Wind, and Sea (n=2) 
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Student Results 
Vocabulary - difficult or new words on this panel mentioned by students included:  
hammock, acorns, offshore, Gulf Shore, Spanish moss, migratory. 
Main Message – Three of the four groups suggested some version of the fact that oaks 
provide a haven for animals as the theme of this panel.  Many of the students were intent 
on listing possible animals that lived in or around the tree in the picture.  They had slightly 
greater difficulty understanding that oak trees came from acorns.  Of all the panels, this 
one seemed to garner the most student enthusiasm. 
 

Interactive Exhibit Results 
So as not to unduly burden visitors, only one self-administered reaction sheet was included 
in each clipboard packet for evaluating the interactive exhibits.  The three sheets (Be a 
Shipwright, Trees to Tall Ships, and Wind through the Trees) were randomly inserted into 
each of the clipboard packets.  In all cases, respondents evaluated one of the interactive 
exhibits between their evaluation of the Securing America’s Independence panel and the 
Sand, Wind, and Sea panel.  This section summarizes these findings. 
 
Be a Shipwright 
Overall, respondents (n=6) found this interactive quite interesting (mean = 5.5), quite 
informative (mean = 5.3) and personally relevant (mean = 5.3).   
When asked about the main purpose of this interactive exhibit, most respondents 
described the shipbuilding theme although one respondent made the oak and shipbuilding 
link and one respondent commented on the overall nature of interactive exhibits.   
• Building a warship; understanding shipbuilding in primitive times; how the navy built their ships (n=3) 

• Provides more detail about using oak in shipbuilding  

• Important to have things to do – these exhibits stand out from the rest and are remembered (especially 
for the kids) 

 
When asked about the best part of this exhibit, responses included: 
• The test – battle; the outcome, Fire! (n=2) 

• Type of ships, cost, life expectancy of oak; spacing of frame 

• Choices – makes one think!   

• Looking at “remakes” of ship parts5 

 
Finally, when asked what changes they would make, respondents suggested adding 
components to the game such as: 

                                                 
5  Because this interactive was placed near the model of the Constitution and near the full-size ship wall with cannon, this respondent may have made 
a connection to those items. 
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• Be able to select who you are battling (your enemy) 

• Maybe add speed, durability, depth of waters. 

• Perhaps add small model of wooden ship  

 
Trees to Tall Ships 
Overall, respondents (n=7) found this interactive fairly interesting (mean = 5.0), fairly 
informative (mean = 5.1) and somewhat personally relevant (mean = 4.8).   
 
When asked about the main purpose of this interactive exhibit, although not all 
respondents provided an answer, those who did connected ship parts to live oaks.   
• Equate ship parts with the live oak; shows how differently shaped trees provided different parts of a ship; 

utilization of trees; shows naval purpose of live oaks. (n=4) 

 
When asked about the best part of this exhibit, most who answered liked the hands-on 
nature of the exhibit. 
• Hands-on matching of ship parts with tree; hands-on compares templates to actual (idealized) trees; 

involvement (n=3) 

• templates 

 
Finally, when asked what changes they would make, respondents suggested labeling the 
template pieces. 
• Tell what the ship parts are!; Match the ship parts with the full live ship model (Save the model); what 

parts o these templates represent?; could color code pieces to where they were used on ships. (n=3)  

•  weak, tie full size ship panels to pieces on oak trees 

• DO NOT GIVE UP THE SHIP!  Why do away with something that costs plenty to build, has nothing 
wrong with it and is a great visual attraction. Visual and hands-on exhibits are always interesting.  A 
mock-up of a live oak would be impressive also, but (you) shouldn’t replace the ship – what a waste of 
money.  The tree could be built I the corner.  As for the panels, they seem to be haphazard.  The history 
of the naval live oak tree farm should be explained, maybe why the tree farm was not used, but how the 
majestic live oaks help protect the shores. 

 

Respondents also had several questions related to this exhibit including: 
• How many of each might a ship need? 

• How many trees (acres) are needed to build one ship of this line? 

• Are these Live Oaks? 

 
Student Results – Most students understood the part of the game that asked visitor to 
match templates with tree parts although many did not always get the best solution which 
raises the question about whether or not there is more than one solution.   Students did not 
seem to make the connection however, between the template pieces and ship parts.   
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Wind through the Trees 
Overall, respondents (n=5) found this interactive very interesting (mean = 6.5), very 
informative (mean = 6.4) and personally very relevant (mean = 6.2).   
 

When asked about the main purpose of this interactive exhibit, all respondents reiterated 
something about the wind protection theme.   
• Protection from wind damage; to show how trees buffer the wind, usefulness of trees to provide 

hurricane protection; to show impact of the presence of live oaks in absorbing energy of the wind; 
protection from winds. (n=5) 

 
When asked about the best part of this exhibit, most liked the hands-on nature of the 
exhibit. 
• Hands-on; hands on feeling the wind; interactive aspect where you can actually feel the wind/air 

pressure; fan exhibit (n=4) 

• Hurricane map 

• Simplicity 

 
Finally, when asked what changes they would make, the responses were minimal. 
Respondents suggested labeling the template pieces. 
• Nothing (n=2) 

• More hands-on activities (in general) 

• Add importance to today's health, residents, visitors 

 
Student Results – most students got the idea that “trees are blocking the wind” or that 
“you feel nothing in front of the trees” although the connection to the real world of 
hurricanes seemed not to come across as clearly.  Student reactions to this exhibit were 
enthusiastic and fun to watch.   
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Discussion and Recommendations 
A formative evaluation of select primary proto-type interpretive panels and interactive 
exhibits was conducted in early December, 2006 on site at the Naval Live Oaks Visitor 
Center in Gulf Islands National Seashore.  A total of 21 general visitors and 30 students 
(1st-3rd grade) provided responses for this evaluation.  Although this is a fairly small, local 
sample a number of useful comment were provided. 
This section provides a brief discussion of the findings and offers a number of 
recommendations for enhancing visitor experiences with this interpretive media.  Overall 
recommendations across all media are presented first followed by recommendations for 
each separate interpretive panel and interactive exhibit.  In any case, readers may also 
want to read the visitor comments in the previous section for useful suggestions.    
It is worth reiterating that with only about 30% of the new exhibition material prepared for 
this evaluation, a number of the respondent comments anticipated ideas and items that are 
already being planned.  This is positive.  As a result, many of the findings can be 
considered check list items for additional discussion and decision-making. The discussion 
and recommendations below may also contain material that is already being considered 
for exhibition as the evaluator too, is reacting only to the exhibit materials that were 
present during the evaluation.     

 
Overall Recommendations 
At this formative state, there do not seem to be any major issues or concerns with this 
exhibition as planned6.  Although some topics are more interesting to some visitors than 
others, the evaluation suggests that a lot is working at this stage.  The following 
recommendations are provided to help in decision-making for improving the overall look, 
feel, and content of the exhibit. 

• Reference to ‘Live Oaks’ should to be consistent in all the interpretive narrative (i.e., 
caps or no caps or partial caps).  Is it Live oak, Live Oak, or live oak? 

• Font choice caused minor issues for some.  For example, the lower-case title font on 
the second line of the ‘Securing America’s Independence’ panel interferes with the 
upper line.  This may be remedied with a change in line leading or font choice.   
Developers may want to revisit overall font choices and styling (text and titles) and/or 
title placement and spacing to ensure their maximum readability throughout.   

• In addition, developers should consider enlarging the font size for all labels associated 
with graphic images, photos, or illustrations.   

                                                 
6 It deserves mention here that, during the evaluation, one visitor voiced some very strong concerns about removing the 
full-size ship model and cannon (See this comment on p. 17).  By contrast, another visitor voiced concern (although not 
as adamantly) about the relevance of that ship model and cannon to this visitor center.  This latter visitor felt the “nature 
and ecology” aspects of the Naval Live Oaks were more interesting.   Both of these views have been captured in this 
evaluation and some of both views were captured by the media in an Opinion article in the local paper on Sunday, 
December 10, 2006.   Discussion and recommendations as presented here are about all findings equally and are not 
weighted toward one response or another because of the time spent or the strength of argument the day of the 
evaluation.    
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• Some visitors (and staff) commented about colors, saying that the colors seemed 
washed out (Introduction panel) or that green would be more appropriate in some 
cases.  Developers may want to revisit the exhibition color palette to ensure vibrant, 
high contrast colors which are consistent with the design and content of the exhibition 
but at the same time compliant with the ADA requirement of at least 70% contrast.   

• In most cases, visitors and students were able to describe some aspect(s) of the 
intended panel themes.  However, with the exception of the Sand, Wind, and Sea 
panel, some of the main messages did not come across as clear or as coherent as 
might be expected.  Developers may want to discuss the major themes for each of the 
interpretive panels to ensure that main messages are clear and simple.   A clear theme 
statement for each of the panels may help focus the content of these panels. The 
following examples show how subtle differences in themes can be based on the same 
topic.     

• Live oaks from this plantation were used in early shipbuilding for the U.S. 
Navy. (focus on shipbuilding here with these trees) 

• The unique characteristics of naval live oak trees were perfect for early naval 
shipbuilding.  (focus on characteristics of oak) 

On a related note, one of the evaluation findings was that visitors were often 
confused by some of the material presented on the theme panels.  This would 
suggest that each “section” of the exhibit may need to be clarified.  In light of recent 
discussions about the overall exhibition format, one example might be: 

• Introduction Panel (large welcome panel at entry):  This panel could 
introduce the overall visitor experience at the Naval Live Oak site – why the 
area is significant, briefly what the exhibition is about, and what outdoor 
opportunities exist for visitors here.  As such, this panel would not be part of 
the overall exhibition but rather would serve as a touchstone for the overall 
visitor experience at Naval Live Oaks. 

• Exhibition Panel #1:  This introduction panel would then be the first exhibit 
panel and would introduce visitors to the interior exhibits and specifically, to 
the two primary exhibit themes; (a) cultural history (e.g., ship building and the 
American navy) and (b) natural history (e.g., live oak characteristics, habitats, 
protection).  Each of these themes would then be elaborated in the main 
sections of the exhibition.  

• Exhibition Panel #2:  This theme panel (and related exhibit area) would focus 
on the cultural history theme, specifically on the park as the first naval 
preserve, the use of live oaks for navy ship building, and what happened to 
the trees here and why they were never used.  

• Exhibition Panel #3:  This theme panel (and related exhibit area) would focus 
on natural history theme, specifically on the physical characteristics of the 
southern live oak tree species, the diverse habitats it offers for local flora and 
fauna, and the protection it provides for hurricane prone areas of the 
southeast. 

• Exhibition Panel #4:  A final transition panel could be added to help visitors 
transition their experience out-of-doors.  This panel might include a 
description of outdoor opportunities and commensurate safety information.  
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• It is clear from this evaluation that young student processing of the information is 
different from adult processing of the same material, and that not all adults or family 
groups process the material in the same way.  Similarly, this exhibition will likely be 
visited by diverse audiences including families, adults, school groups, specialists, 
novices, and so forth.  Tiering text for diverse audiences can be accomplished in a 
number of ways.  The approached used by the developers for the prototype material 
employs a method of (a) title, (b) main text (60-65 word count) and (c) graphic elements 
(photos, images, maps) with captions all in support of a main message or theme.  An 
alternative tiering technique that can help facilitate visitor processing is presented 
below and is based on the notion that some visitors may want to (or can, in the case of 
young students) only read titles to get overall main messages; others may want to read 
the title and main text to learn a bit more the topic, and still others may want to study a 
topic (or topics) in greater detail.  Though only subtly different, project developers may 
want to discuss the merits of both approaches to see which one might best reduce 
visitor confusion and still fit the material to be interpreted.  The approach below is 
suggested here since the exhibition material is detailed and rather complex.  This 
method allows the writer to sequentially chunk the material into reasonable pieces 
while still tiering to a major theme: 

• Title:  short, catchy phrase or sentence that foreshadows the main theme or 
message of the panel.  Visitors should be able to read in 3 seconds or less 
and proceed to main text if the idea interests them.   

• Main Text:  1-2 simple, short sentences that clearly articulates the overall 
theme (and introduces any subordinate main messages) of the panel (30-45 
word count).  This is written like an executive summary of the theme but 
which foreshadows some of the subordinate stories being told in subsequent 
text/image material.  Visitors should be able to digest the main text in about 
30 seconds or less and proceed to sub-text if they desire greater detail.  Main 
text should be written such that a younger audience might be able to read it 
independently and still derive the overall intent of the panel.  In addition, the 
font of the main text can be larger than the text of any subordinate sub-text. 

• Sub-text: Two to three subordinate text blocks that each tell a deeper story 
related to the main theme (approximately 50-65 word count).  This level of 
text may also be accompanied by photos or graphics that help tell the story – 
each with its own label copy (10-20 word count).  The font size for the sub-
text blocks should still be sufficiently large to be readable by most audiences.  
The font size for labels that describe photos or graphics can be smaller still, 
but large enough to read at a reasonable distance. 

• Developers may also want to review all text placements for consistent indenting and 
paragraph spacing.  Some panels had spaces between paragraphs and others did not.  
Some paragraphs were indented and others were not.  I suggest that all text be flush 
left (ragged right) and double-spaced between paragraphs. 

• Perhaps the most prevalent suggestion made by visitors (students and adults alike) 
was a request for more interactive exhibits.  As recent research suggests, people love 
to play with stuff.  It is through interactivity that they begin to think and ask questions 
(which are then answered in the interpretive narrative).  The proto-type interactives 
tested in this evaluation were popular and the developers may want to review the 
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Concept Plan for other areas where simple interactives may be appropriate (see below 
for specific prototype recommendations).  This is particularly important for any repeat 
visitors to this center.  Estimated repeat visitation to this Visitor Center is approximately 
20% and so interactive, immersion, and inquiry-based material will be important to 
retain and perhaps increase repeat visit while at the same time providing for an 
engaging experience for one-time visitors.      

• Visitors also requested more pictures and graphics.  This evaluation was conducted on 
incomplete exhibit material, but, additional visual elements (many already planned) will 
of-course enhance the context and continuity of the entire exhibition.  Designers may 
want to review the Concept Plan with a careful eye for maximizing graphic images 
throughout.  

• A number of visitor comments suggested that an actual tree limb or pieces of a tree be 
added to the exhibit.  This should be reassuring in light of the decision already made to 
include a full-size replica of a tree in the exhibit space.  Designers might also consider 
how the root system of Naval Live Oaks could be interpreted.  Given the theme 
suggestions above, the content would best fit in with the natural history theme.  More 
than just a few visitors mentioned how discussion of (and/or display of) the root system 
would be helpful.   

• The use of quotes throughout on the interpretive panels was not overwhelmingly 
accepted by visitors.  Many seemed to miss them or not care; others seemed to be 
confused about them.  Although relevant quotes can be appropriate for interpreting the 
context and history of a topic, in this case, the quotes may make the interpretation too 
busy.  Visitors seemed to want more pictures rather than more words.  Reconsider 
carefully the use of quotes on the interpretive panels.  Perhaps using them sparingly in 
label copy (rather than for broad-sweeping theme relevance) might help visitors focus 
their relevance to particular ideas.  Also, selecting quotes that are fairly concrete (e.g., 
quote choice on Theme Panel #1) may improve their likelihood of success. 

• Student comments about vocabulary should be viewed as an opportunity to be mindful 
of difficult vocabulary in the interpretive writing.  On the one hand, interpreters can be 
instrumental in helping visitors learn new terms (especially about context-specific 
vocabulary), but on the other hand, writers do not want to use too many words that 
frustrate visitors.  I simply recommend careful consideration of vocabulary in the writing 
process and to consider especially the vocabulary words included in this evaluation. 

• One of the purposes of interpretation is to provoke visitors to apply new found 
knowledge.  This exhibition is a perfect example of how a museum-quality, indoor 
interpretive experience can strive to inspire visitor into going outside to view live oak 
(and other species of) trees, the fragile shoreline, the area’s flora and fauna, and the 
specific context within of this particular exhibition.  Developers should think about the 
conclusion of the visitor experience indoors and provide for some transition material for 
the out-of-doors experience at this site (see above suggestion).   
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Specific Interpretive Panel and Interactive Exhibit Recommendations 
Below, additional recommendations are provided specific to each of the interpretive theme 
panels and the proto-type exhibits.   Please keep in mind these comments are presented 
in the order and for the panels as they were evaluated.  The recommendation above 
suggests a slight reframing of the introduction and theme panels is acknowledged here but 
not discuss in further detail.  These recommendations should be used for improving the 
material regardless of the final panel decisions. 
 
Introduction Panel – Living Guardians 
Scale scores for interest, information, and personal relevancy of this panel were only 
moderate.  Considering both scale scores and open-ended comments, this was perhaps 
visitor’s least favorite panel.  Comments suggest that the panel may not meet visitor 
expectations for an exemplary introduction to the exhibit.  Some visitors thought it vague 
and not very exciting and, although they came away with parts of the main message, they 
also they came away with many questions that seem fundamental to the overall messages 
of the exhibition.  Introductory panels are difficult when their purpose is two-fold:  (a) to 
foreshadow or scaffold the entire exhibition and (b) to provide sufficient introductory 
content to excite visitors and encourage them to continue.  These issues are easily 
remedied however.  The following recommendations offer some ideas. 

• As described above, clarify the theme for this panel.  The best goal for this panel may 
be to introduce the visitor experience for the entire site and not be too specific to the 
content of the exhibition.   In this way, if visitor come into the center it will serve as an 
intellectual front-end organizer for their visit.  The introduction to the exhibition itself 
would be accomplished by the first exhibition panel (see below).   

 
Theme Panel 1 – Sheltering America’s Shores 
The scale findings suggest that visitors rated this panel more interesting, informative, and 
personally relevant than the introductory panel (4.8-5.2).  Three main messages seemed 
to emerge (a) live oaks provide protection, (b) live oaks are strong, long living, and useful, 
or (c) oaks were used in shipbuilding, which, if this panel is used as an introduction to the 
exhibition, is encouraging.     

• As recommended above, discuss the theme (and title) of this panel to introduce the 
exhibition and its material to help visitors transition into the overall exhibit experience.   

Recognizing that the focus of this panel may change slightly to accomplish an introduction 
to the exhibition, the following are provided as checklist items.  These items may be 
addressed on this panel or they may be deferred to the natural history area (Exhibition 
Panel #3).  Developers are advised to consider these suggestions where the context is 
most appropriate.   

• As Tova suggested, in describing the natural history of the live oak tree, focus visitor 
attention on the size and shape of mature trees and the relationship of trunk to 
branches.  Furthermore, address the aesthetics of this tree in the context of its natural 
history.   
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• In discussing the natural history of live oak trees, consider differentiating it from other 
similar oaks such as just plain live oaks, Southern live oaks, and Sand live oaks.  It 
should be noted here however, that developers should be mindful of a possible visitor 
misperception about a “Naval live oak tree”.  Caution should be taken in using Naval 
Live Oak only in relationship to the name of the place and not as a name of a biological 
species of live oak tree. It may even be necessary to state clearly that there is no such 
species as a Naval live oak tree. 

• Include some examples of tree elements in the exhibit.  For example, visitors 
suggested samples of bark, moss, acorns, and leaves to make the content more 
interactive.   Although once the exhibits are finished, visitors will be standing under the 
arms of a giant tree, having touchable pieces, like bark or acorns, may enhance their 
experience by allowing them to examine parts of the tree. 

• Consider discussing the root system of a Live Oak in text or photographs.  This would 
fit with the natural history theme and was an interest of more than just a couple of 
visitors.   

• Consider adding a Live oak trivia section to this panel which would address some of the 
isolated questions visitors have about this tree species including facts such as, how 
high/wide can these trees grow, how old can they be, how deep are their roots, how 
many acorns can they produce (can you eat the acorns?), etc.  

 
Theme Panel 2 – Securing America’s Independence 
This panel was confusing for some visitors although other visitors clearly linked live oaks 
and shipbuilding.  Scale item scores were fair (4.9-5.0).  Presumable additional exhibition 
material will help clarify the theme of this exhibit area.  In revisiting the theme, narrative, 
and images for this panel, consider the following 

• Clarify the relationship between live oaks and ship building.  Since the natural history of 
the live oak has (presumably) been established on the previous panel, the transition to 
use of Live oaks in shipbuilding should be easier and should clarify visitor questions 
about what the Navy and naval battles had to do with live oaks. 

• This panel should also address the story about how this area was designated the first 
tree plantation (by J.Q Adams, etc) for use by the Navy and what happened to the trees 
that were felled here.     

• The evaluation revealed that some visitors are confused and perhaps are picking up 
misperceptions about the Constitution.  Any images, models or text that address the 
Constitution need to be explicit, i.e., What was the Constitution and what role did it play 
in our history?  Was the Constitution made out of wood from this area?  Where is the 
Constitution now?   

• In addition, ensure that the label copy for the model is clear.  At least one student and 
one teacher confused that ship model with the Mayflower.  Perhaps describing how it is 
similar and dissimilar to more popular ships would be a good way to prevent this 
misperception.    
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Theme Panel 3 – Sun, Wind, and Sea 
Findings show this panel was the favorite (and most effective) of the four panels tested.  
Scale items scores were higher and more consistent that those of the other panels and 
responses about theme were very consistent.  Furthermore, visitors seemed to resonate 
with the ‘nature/ecology’ theme.  The students especially enjoyed the discussion of 
animals associated with the Live oak habitat.  As decisions are made to finalize this area, 
consider the following.   

• Re-title the panel.  Of the five title choices presented to visitors for this panel, by far, the 
favored title was “Shelter on the Shore”.  This title is consistent with the panel content 
that would discuss protection and guardianship.   

• Focus on protection of both animals and humans – from storms, from erosion, etc.   

• The students especially enjoyed discussion of the animals that are protected by this 
tree species.  Include photos and/or stuffed animal examples in the exhibit. 

• And yes, for young students or for those who are not as familiar with southeastern oak 
ecosystems, it may be necessary to state that the acorn is this tree’s seed.   

• Also, consider adding transition material for encouraging visitors to go out-of-doors to 
see real-time examples of exhibit content.  

 
Interactive 1 – Be a Shipwright 
Most visitors found this exhibit interesting, informative, and personally relevant (5.3-5.5).  
In addition they were fairly clear about its intended message.  In finalizing this interactive 
exhibit consider the following: 

• Retain the simplicity of the game but consider adding some context for the battle before 
decisions are made, for example, randomly adding the size/weight/type of a the enemy 
ship.   

• Add photos or perhaps small models of the three types of ships with more detailed 
descriptions so visitors can learn more about types of vessels. 

• Indicate that dollar amounts are in today’s dollars.   

• One tangential note:  A group of girl scouts (about 12-13 years old) interacted with the 
wood blocks and the Be A Shipwright interactive.  When asked about their decisions, 
they wanted to make their ship out of the lightest wood because it would float.  They 
thought the densest wood (the live oak) would sink because it was so heavy.  This 
potential misperception may need to be addressed.   

 
Interactive 2 – Trees to Tall Ships 
Visitors found this exhibit fairly interesting, informative and personally relevant (4.8-5.1).  
Younger students had more difficulty associating the templates to the trees and then the 
templates to the ship parts.  Several things might help improve these associations. 
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• Consider having a model ship or ship diagram to help visitors make the connection 
between the template pieces, the trees, and ship construction.  Include sufficient 
instruction text to help facilitate these connections7. 

• Use a larger, more representative photo of a mature Live oak forest as the back drop 
which would allow for larger, more substantial template pieces.   

• Consider adding 1 or 2 additional, different shaped template pieces, make them out of 
studier material, and provide replacement pieces or chain them to the exhibit so visitors 
can still use them appropriately but so they don’t get lost. 

• Identify in the interpretation how many of each type of piece (template) are needed to 
create ships of certain types/sizes.  

 
Interactive 3 – Wind 
Scale scores for this interactive were very high (6.2-6.5) suggesting that it was easy to use 
and intuitive in concept.  Even the young students got the idea of wind buffering although 
they did not make the connection to the site or to local live oak trees as hurricane 
protection.  The following ideas may help improve this exhibit. 

• As Tova suggested, consider placing a few tall, strait pine trees in front of the first fan 
so visitor might compare the difference between forest types and wind protection.  

• On the finished interactive exhibit, label the two different sections to help visitors 
distinguish what they are feeling, i.e. (a) wind without live oak trees; (b) wind with live 
oak trees.   

• One staff member suggested that the exhibit might be too effective since the metal 
mesh of the two trees cuts out all wind.  Research how realistic this is and perhaps 
consider how to construct the exhibit to reduce the wind significantly without eliminating 
it all together.   

• Use a hurricane map (and description) with this exhibit to help visitors make the 
connection of live oaks forests (as opposed to single trees) as hurricane protection.  
For any hurricane map(s) used, ensure that the coastline of Florida is clearly visible 
behind any hurricane paths, that both Hurricane Ivan and Hurricane Dennis are on any 
map that is created, and that there is a legend available for visitors to decipher dates, 
paths, and or types of storms.     

   
 

                                                 
7 It is appropriate to mention here that the visitor, who was so adamant about not removing the existing ship wall and 
cannon, was as adamant about the usefulness of that exhibit for this interactive – that visitors need to be able to see how 
a template piece from a tree resembles the full-size piece in a ship.  Whereas this is true, the same end can be achieved 
using model ships and/or diagrams although the life-size relevancy is not the same. 
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Appendix A 

 
Introductory Materials used for General Visitors 

• OMB Introductory Script 

• Additional Introductory Script used by Evaluator 
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Introductory Script 
Hello, my name is _________ and I am working with the National Park Service as they create 
new exhibits for this center.  We appreciate your help today.  This evaluation will take about 15 
minutes and will involve reading four large interpretive panels and then trying four interactive 
exhibits that each has some accompanying instruction and education.   
 
Your answers are voluntary.  This evaluation has been approved by the Office of Management 
and Budget in compliance with the Paperwork Reduction Act.  The OMB control number, 
expiration date, and additional information about this evaluation are available at your request.  
The information will be used by park managers to better serve the public.  Response to this 
request is voluntary.  No action may be taken against you for refusing to supply the information 
requested.  No personal data will be recorded.   
 
OMB Approval Number: _________________ 
Expiration Date: _______________________ 
Person Collecting and Analyzing the Information: Marcella Wells 
        Wells Resources, Inc. 
        3403 Green Wing Court 
        Fort Collins, Colorado  80524 
        (970) 498-9350 
        marcellawells@comcast.net 
 
16 U.S.C. 1a-7 authorizes collection of this information.  You may direct comments on the number of minutes 
required to respond, or on any aspect of this evaluation to: 

Gail Bishop 
Chief of Interpretation 
Gulf Islands National Seashore 
1801 Gulf Breeze Parkway 
Gulf Breeze, FL 32563 
850 934-2618 V. 
gail_bishop@nps.gov 
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Welcome! 

Thank you for visiting.   
 

Today we are conducting an evaluation.  Your help today will 
mean better exhibits tomorrow.  The panels and exhibits you 
see in the visitor center are proto-type or mock-up exhibits.  
They are not final.  You may notice some strange things.  For 
example: 
 
• The placement of the panels and exhibits is not final – if you 

would like to see a floor plan of the final exhibits please ask. 
 
• The resolution of photographs is not as crisp as it will be in the 

final versions. 
 
• Some of the text is not final and so you might notice some 

strange (Latin-like) words.  Those words will be changed to 
English in the final versions. 

 
• Some of the interactive exhibits are mostly on paper.  You may 

need to use your imagination to envision what the final exhibit 
might be like as you answer the evaluation questions. 

 
Please let us know if you have any questions. 
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Appendix B 
 
Self-Administered Survey Material for General Visitors 

• Welcome and demographic sheet 

• Introductory Panel sheet 

• Area 1 sheet 

• Area 2 sheet 

• Area 3 sheet 

• Interactive Exhibit sheet
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Welcome! 
 
Thank you for providing comments about a few of the proposed exhibits for this visitor center.   
Your responses are voluntary and will not be reported in any way that associates you with those 
responses.  You will not need to provide your name for any part of this process.  Please 
complete the following information prior to completing the evaluation in the visitor center.   
 
Age _______         Gender (circle):  Male    Female     
 
Home Zip Code  ________________   Group Size ___________________ 
 
Please circle your response to the following two questions: 
   
• Have you visited this park (Gulf Islands National Seashore) before today?   Yes    No     Don’t Know 
 
• Have you ever visited this visitor center before this visit?   Yes     No      Don’t Know 
 
Please take the clipboard at the sheets provided.  Respond to the questions on each sheet for 
(one for each area).  If you have questions, please see the evaluator.  Thank you! 
 
Return your clipboard with completed sheets to the evaluator.   



Gulf Island Evaluation Report 1-26-07 32

 
Introduction Area – Living Guardians                                  # _____  
 
Directions:  Please respond to the following questions for this area.  
 
1. What is your initial reaction to this panel? (circle one number for each line)  

 
     Not interesting                         Neutral         Extremely  
          at all              interesting 
 1  2  3  4  5  6  7  
 
 
     Not informative                         Neutral         Extremely  
          at all               informative   
 1  2  3  4  5  6  7  
   
 
    Not relevant                                     Neutral        Very relevant  
    for me at all                             for me 
 1  2  3  4  5  6  7  
 
 
Elaborate on your responses above: __________________________________________________ 
 
2. In your own words, describe what this exhibits is about – what is the main message? 
 
__________________________________________________________________________________ 
 
__________________________________________________________________________________ 
 
 
3. What questions do you have about the information on this panel?  
 
__________________________________________________________________________________ 
 
__________________________________________________________________________________ 
 
 
4. What artifacts or information would you expect to see in this exhibit? 
 
_________________________________________________________________________________ 
 
_________________________________________________________________________________ 
 
 
5. What would you change about this panel? 

 
_________________________________________________________________________________ 
 
_________________________________________________________________________________ 
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Area 1 – Sheltering America’s Shores                                  # _____  
 
Directions:  Please respond to the following questions for this area.  
 
1. What is your initial reaction to this panel? (circle one number for each line)  

 
     Not interesting                         Neutral         Extremely  
          at all              interesting 
 1  2  3  4  5  6  7  
 
 
     Not informative                         Neutral         Extremely  
          at all               informative   
 1  2  3  4  5  6  7  
   
 
    Not relevant                                     Neutral        Very relevant  
    for me at all                             for me 
 1  2  3  4  5  6  7  
 
 
Elaborate on your responses above: __________________________________________________ 
 
2. In your own words, describe what this exhibits is about – what is the main message? 
 
__________________________________________________________________________________ 
 
__________________________________________________________________________________ 
 
 
3. What questions do you have about the information on this panel?  
 
__________________________________________________________________________________ 
 
__________________________________________________________________________________ 
 
 
4. What artifacts or information would you expect to see in this exhibit? 
 
_________________________________________________________________________________ 
 
_________________________________________________________________________________ 
 
 
5. What would you change about this panel? 

 
_________________________________________________________________________________ 
 
_________________________________________________________________________________ 
 
 
6.  Which quote do you feel is most appropriate for this panel? (circle one)   A or  B 
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Area 2 – Securing America’s Independence                                # _____  
 
Directions:  Please respond to the following questions for this area.  
 
1. What is your initial reaction to this panel? (circle one number for each line)  

 
     Not interesting                         Neutral         Extremely  
          at all              interesting 
 1  2  3  4  5  6  7  
 
 
     Not informative                         Neutral         Extremely  
          at all               informative   
 1  2  3  4  5  6  7  
   
 
    Not relevant                                     Neutral        Very relevant  
    for me at all                             for me 
 1  2  3  4  5  6  7  
 
 
Elaborate on your responses above: __________________________________________________ 
 
2. In your own words, describe what this exhibits is about – what is the main message? 
 
__________________________________________________________________________________ 
 
__________________________________________________________________________________ 
 
 
3. What questions do you have about the information on this panel?  
 
__________________________________________________________________________________ 
 
__________________________________________________________________________________ 
 
 
4. What artifacts or information would you expect to see in this exhibit? 
 
_________________________________________________________________________________ 
 
_________________________________________________________________________________ 
 
 
5. What would you change about this panel? 

 
_________________________________________________________________________________ 
 
_________________________________________________________________________________ 
 
 
 



Gulf Island Evaluation Report 1-26-07 35

 
Area 3 –Sand, Wind, and Sea                   # _____  
 
Directions:  Please respond to the following questions for this area.  
 
1. What is your initial reaction to this panel? (circle one number for each line)  

 
     Not interesting                         Neutral         Extremely  
          at all              interesting 
 1  2  3  4  5  6  7  
 
 
     Not informative                         Neutral         Extremely  
          at all               informative   
 1  2  3  4  5  6  7  
   
 
    Not relevant                                     Neutral        Very relevant  
    for me at all                             for me 
 1  2  3  4  5  6  7  
 
 
Elaborate on your responses above: __________________________________________________ 
 
2. In your own words, describe what this exhibits is about – what is the main message? 
 
__________________________________________________________________________________ 
 
__________________________________________________________________________________ 
 
 
3. What questions do you have about the information on this panel?  
 
__________________________________________________________________________________ 
 
__________________________________________________________________________________ 
 
 
4. What artifacts or information would you expect to see in this exhibit? 
 
_________________________________________________________________________________ 
 
_________________________________________________________________________________ 
 
 
5. What would you change about this panel? 

 
_________________________________________________________________________________ 
 
_________________________________________________________________________________ 
 
 
6.  Which title do you feel is most appropriate for this panel? (circle one)    A     B     C     D     E     or 
     write your own title for this panel: ___________________________________________________ 
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Participant Reaction Sheet – Interactive Exhibits   
 
Instructions:  Take what time you need to read the text and use the proto-type interactive exhibit.  Record 
your comments about the exhibit in the spaces provided below.   Remember, these are proto-type or 
mock-up exhibits.  You may need to use your imagination to envision what the final exhibit might be like. 
 
Interactive are you evaluating: (systematically circled by evaluator and included in clipboard packet): 

A. Be a Shipwright 
B. Trees to Tall Ships 

C. Wind through the Trees 

 
What is your initial reaction to this exhibit?  (circle one number for each line). 
 
Not interesting               Neutral                Extremely  
     at all                     Interesting 
      1  2  3  4  5  5  7 
 
Not informative               Neutral                Extremely  
     at all                     Informative 
      1  2  3  4  5  5  7 
 
Not relevant               Neutral           Very relevant   
For me at all                    for me 
      1  2  3  4  5  5  7 
 
 
In your own words, what is the major purpose of this interactive exhibit? 
 
________________________________________________________________________________ 
  
________________________________________________________________________________ 
 
 
What is the best part of this exhibit? 
 
________________________________________________________________________________ 
  
________________________________________________________________________________ 
 
 
What would you change about this exhibit? 
 
________________________________________________________________________________ 
  
________________________________________________________________________________
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Appendix C 
 

Student/Teacher Evaluation Forms 

• Student Responses Recording sheet 

• Teacher self-administered survey 
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School Student Evaluation       Number of Students _____    Initials _____ 

 
Welcome!  Thank you for visiting us today.  Today we will be reading and talking about some new 
exhibits for this visitor center (ask about “exhibits”).  I need some volunteers but everyone will get a 
chance to volunteer (number off from 1-6 and repeat for as many students as needed).   
 
Probes for each panel (4) – Have volunteer read the panel starting at the title. 

• What words would you probably get wrong on a vocabulary test?  Or What words would you give to your teacher for 
new vocabulary list? 

• What is the main message for this panel?   
• How would you change this panel/sign? 

 
Probes fore each interactive (2) – Have 2 volunteers work together to “do” interactive.  

• What is the main message for this exhibit? 
• What would you change about this exhibit? 

 
(P) Living Guardians 
 
________________________________________________________________________________ 
  
________________________________________________________________________________ 
 
(P) Sheltering America’s Shores – Quote Choice 
 
________________________________________________________________________________ 
  
________________________________________________________________________________ 
 
(I) Trees to Tall Ships 
 
________________________________________________________________________________ 
  
________________________________________________________________________________ 
 
(I) Wind through the Trees 
 
________________________________________________________________________________ 
  
________________________________________________________________________________ 
 
(P) Sand, Wind, and Sea 
 
________________________________________________________________________________ 
  
________________________________________________________________________________ 
 
Final probe:  In general, what story are all these exhibits trying to tell? 
________________________________________________________________________________ 
  
________________________________________________________________________________ 
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Teacher Evaluation – All panels and exhibit prototypes 
 
Instructions:  Thank you for visiting with your students today.  As you watch your students in the 
evaluation, please record below any comments you have about the following: 
 
How this materials relates or does not relate to current state standards for the grades you teach 
(reference specific standards if possible) 
 
________________________________________________________________________________ 
  
________________________________________________________________________________ 
 
Most exciting part for your students. 
 
________________________________________________________________________________ 
  
 
Least exciting part for your students. 
  
________________________________________________________________________________ 
 
 
Ways to improve the exhibits for your students. 
 
________________________________________________________________________________ 
  
________________________________________________________________________________ 
 
 
Other comments: 
 
________________________________________________________________________________ 
  
________________________________________________________________________________ 
 
________________________________________________________________________________ 
  
________________________________________________________________________________ 
 
________________________________________________________________________________ 
  
________________________________________________________________________________ 
 
 
What grade to you teach?  ______________                      Thank you!   
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Appendix D  
 
 
Staff Evaluation Form 
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Staff Evaluation – All panels and exhibit prototypes 
 
Instructions:  Take what time you need to read the panels and use the interactive exhibits.  As you go 
through the area, make comments on both process and content as you see fit.   
 
Process Comments – Please note anything that works or doesn’t work related to, colors, accessibility, 
design, fonts (size, style, contrast), etc. 
 
Living Guardians (panel) _________________________________________________________________ 
 
Sheltering America’s Shores (panel) ________________________________________________________ 
 
Securing America’s Independence (panel) ___________________________________________________ 
 
Be a Shipwright (interactive) _____________________________________________________________ 
 
Trees to Tall Ships (interactive) ___________________________________________________________ 
 
Live Oaks and Hurricanes (interactive) _____________________________________________________ 
 
Wind (interactive) ______________________________________________________________________ 
 
Sand Wind, and Sea (panel) ______________________________________________________________ 
 
Other General Comments:________________________________________________________________ 
 
_____________________________________________________________________________________ 
 
Content Comments – Please note anything that works or doesn’t work related to content (narrative, 
photographs, images, story, title, theme, etc.) 
 
Living Guardians (panel) _________________________________________________________________ 
 
Sheltering America’s Shores (panel) ________________________________________________________ 
 
Securing America’s Independence (panel) ___________________________________________________ 
 
Be a Shipwright (interactive) _____________________________________________________________ 
 
Trees to Tall Ships (interactive) ___________________________________________________________ 
 
Live Oaks and Hurricanes (interactive) _____________________________________________________ 
 
Wind (interactive) ______________________________________________________________________ 
 
Sand Wind, and Sea (panel) ______________________________________________________________ 
 
Other General Comments:________________________________________________________________ 
 
_____________________________________________________________________________________ 
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Appendix E  

 

Critical Appraisal 
While on-site, the evaluator conducted a critical appraisal of the proto-type material available by 
reading all panels and interacting with all material.  Recognizing that the proto-type material 
represented only a fraction of the entire planned exhibition, the following comments (about both 
content and process) are is offered as a check list for developers to use as they see fit 
throughout the development process.  Some of what is presented below is redundant of 
recommendations already made in the body of this report.   
 
Introduction Panel – Living Guardians 
• It is good to introduce an overall exhibition theme on the introduction panel but it seems that 

the question, "What is a live oak?" is not fully answered yet.   
• The title font may be an issue - both in contrast and style.  The use of caps/no caps may be 

confusing for some people.   
• This is the only panel where the font is larger at the beginning of the first paragraph.  Was this 

intentional?  Should this be consistent throughout?   
• One staff member mentioned that this panel needs more green color (presumably to introduce 

the “tree” theme).   
 
Theme Panel #1 – Sheltering America’s Shores 
• The theme for this panel is not entirely clear.  Does it introduce an area about natural history 

or is it an introductory panel for ideas to come? 
• There seems to be no differentiation among the various oaks:  Live oak, Southern live oak, 

and Sand live oak.  Definitions or clarifications would help visitors navigate through the 
information more easily.  It is critical that visitors not walk away with a misperception that 
‘Naval Live Oak’ is the name of a tree species.  Rather, developers need to ensure that 
visitors understand that NLO is the name of a place where Southern life oak trees live.   

• The range map is helpful but may be more effective with the hurricane interactive.  (Note: One 
staff member clarified that Hurricane Camille hit the coast in 1969.) 

• Two hyphened phrases in one paragraph may be too much.  Simpler syntax may help.   
• The ship caption is very long and could be reduced to the last sentence only.  
 
Theme Panel #2 – Securing America’s Independence 
• The theme on this panel is not clear – is it about the Navy, about the preserve, or about 

shipbuilding; or about all of these things?     
• Need to check the date consistency (when J.Q. Adams set aside the preserve) with the movie 

shown in the auditorium.   
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• One staff commented that colors on this panel were good. 
• The title of this panel illustrates where the title font may be too awkward for easy visitor 

comprehensions.  The two small “i’s” get in the way of the sentence above.   
 
Theme Panel #3 – Sand, Wind, and Sea 
• The large draping tree photo is good for this panel.  A photo like this may also work for the 

introductory panel.  As Tova described, part of the charm of the Live Oak is the aesthetic, the 
long sweeping arms.  The characteristics of the Live Oak (e.g., diameter/width of the trunks, 
height of tree, and length of the branches) should be covered in the introductory panel in 
answering the question, ‘what is a live oak?’   The label for this photo – in the introductory 
panel or here on Panel #3, might encourage visitors to notice the relationship between the 
height of the tree and the length of the branches.   

• One staff commented that this panel was concise and informative.  
• One staff mentioned that the italics were hard to read and that ‘resistant’ was misspelled on 

this panel.  
 
Interactive #1 - Be a Shipwright 
• The instructions seem to need something about choice of ship TYPE vs. ship SIZE so the 

player can factor purpose and/or size into their decisions.  Also should the enemy (size/type) 
be part of the game -- perhaps simply selecting one of two enemies as (a) the Barbary pirates 
(typical size/type of ship described) or (b) the British in the War of 1812 (typical size/type of 
ship described), so that the player knows their chance of encountering a larger ship.  

• The costs for these ships should be in today’s dollars (with an explanation to that effect).   
 
Interactive #2 - Trees to Tall Ships 
• Using larger trees in the backdrop photograph may make the game more realistic.   
• One staff member commented that maybe too few shapes are provided and that there needs 

to be a reason why the visitor is seeking these shapes.  In other words, it needs to be clear 
that the template pieces link directly to ship construction. 

 
Interactive #3 - Wind through the Trees  
• Some visitors used the NOAA map (provided) to examine historic hurricane paths of the area. 

These maps have some sort of railroad track line that may introduce confusion for some 
visitors.  The maps will also need a legend and a clear, bold outline of the Florida/Gulf Coast 
outline that shows clearly underneath the hurricane paths.   

• As one staff member suggested, the maps need to include Hurricanes Ivan and Dennis and 
perhaps they might show a landscape with live oak still alive and standing with other 
vegetation dead.   

• Staff also mentioned that the fan interactive is so effective that the visitor cannot feel any wind 
through the trees.   

 


