
Recommendations for interpretation and 
education programs at Theodore Roosevelt 
National Park cover a wide range of 
programs and services, with emphasis 
on enhancing the effectiveness of all four 
visitor contact areas, a comprehensive 
new educational outreach program, and a 
parkwide wayside exhibit plan.  Many of the 
recommendations take into consideration 
an earlier set of recommendations that came 
about through development of the park’s 
2006 Cultural Affiliation Statement and 
Ethnographic Resource Assessment (shared 
with Knife River Indian Villages NHS and 
Fort Union Trading Post NHS), which has 
been invaluable in providing American 
Indian perspectives.

The recommendations are presented in a 
framework that identifies short-term (1-3 
years), mid-term (3-5 years), and long-term 
(5-10 years) goals (please see the Implementa-
tion Timeline, below, for details).  They are 
designed to further define, support, and 
communicate the park’s mission, purpose, 
significance, primary interpretive themes, 
and visitor experience goals.  Implementa-
tion of these recommendations will help 
ensure that all audiences will have oppor-
tunities to develop meaningful connections 
with tangible and intangible resources and 
with the park’s themes and stories.

Parkwide Recommendations

Enhanced visitor contact stations.  
The park consists of three units (South 
Unit, North Unit, and Elkhorn Ranch). 
Each one plays a vital role in serving  
the park’s public. The following recom-
mendations strengthen and clarify these 
roles. For more details on each, please  
see Recommendations by Venue, below.
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Painted Canyon Visitor Center. 
The Painted Canyon Visitor Center 
provides a unique opportunity to 
reach the traveling public with the 
park’s message. Painted Canyon 
represents the first encounter of the 
Little Missouri Badlands for people 
traveling west on Interstate 94, and 
features one of the park’s few fully 
accessible scenic overlooks. Currently 
under-utilized as an interpretive 
venue, Painted Canyon should be 
reconfigured to orient visitors to the 
many activities and features available 
in the park, and to invite them to visit 
and experience the rest of the park. 
It should introduce each of the park’s 
seven themes, and extend an enticing 
invitation to explore by outlining 
recreational opportunities.

RECOMMENDATION:  

South Unit Visitor Center.  This 
facility is host to a majority of park 
visitors. Exhibits are professionally 
designed, but do not fully address 
key park themes. For example, 
Theodore Roosevelt’s role in the 
American conservation movement 
is not interpreted in the permanent 
exhibits, and many other key stories 
are missing as well. The visitor center 
will soon be enhanced by the showing 
of a professionally produced film on 
the park.  There is a need for new 
exhibits that meet similar standards.  
Exhibits should center on the ecology 
of the Badlands, including geology, 
wildlife, and wilderness. The rest of 
the themes – Roosevelt and the con-
servation movement, American Indian 
traditions, Euro-American history, 
and the spirituality embodied in the 
place – will emerge from that central 
core concept.

RECOMMENDATION:

Recommendations
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Elkhorn Ranch. The Elkhorn is at 
the heart of the park’s Roosevelt 
story, yet its out-of-the-way location 
may discourage many visitors from 
experiencing this special place. It is 
interpreted with a deliberately light 
touch, with effective new waysides 
in place.  

RECOMMENDATION:

North Unit Visitor Center.  This facility 
is the newest of the park’s visitor 
centers. Its interpretive focus is on 
wildlife, geology, and wilderness. It is 
small, but functions well at present.

RECOMMENDATION:

Wayside plan. The park currently 
features wayside exhibits of various 
vintages and levels of effectiveness. 
Except for those at Elkhorn Ranch, 
all are outdated. There is a need for a 
detailed, integrated wayside exhibit 
plan that interprets park themes 
throughout all units. Topics that are 
particularly suited for interpretation via 
wayside exhibits are geology, ecology, 
and habitats; cultural resources, 
especially historic structures; and 
prairie dog towns.  

The wayside exhibit plan will identify 
specific locations in the park that are 
best suited to interpreting park themes. 
Geology-based exhibits offer many 
opportunities to interpret tangible, 
observable geological features. In 
addition, these waysides offer the 
opportunity to interpret traditional 
native views about park landforms.  

Waysides centered on wildlife should 
interpret observable features. In 
addition to prairie dog towns, different 
park habitats can be interpreted with 
regard to the wildlife one would expect 
to find in each. The emphasis should 
be on the interdependency of all living 
things. For example, the prairie dog is 
a keystone species–one that has a dis-
proportionate effect on its environment 
in relation to its biomass–upon which 
other plants and animals depend for 
survival. This story supports the park’s 
theme that is centered on wildlife, 
addressing the interconnectedness of all 
living beings.

RECOMMENDATIONS:

Recommendations
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Family programming. Although 
families no doubt enjoy their visits 
to the park, additional programming 
would enhance parent-child bonding 
opportunities, support “No Child Left 
Inside” initiatives, and encourage par-
ticipation in anti-obesity campaigns. 

RECOMMENDATIONS:

Recommendations
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Film. A professionally produced park  
film with high production values is  
in progress.  

RECOMMENDATIONS:

Publications. Publications have been 
a mainstay in the park. In spite of 
the new forms of digital media now 
available, they remain a valuable 
element in park interpretation.

RECOMMENDATIONS:

Recommendations
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Media specialist.  The media 
options through which parks can 
communicate with their audiences 
are expanding rapidly, along with 
audience expectations regarding new 
kinds of media.  Social media, not to 
mention effective use of websites, have 
become almost obligatory commu-

the use of these kinds of media creates 
additional burdens on a staff already 
stretched quite thin.

RECOMMENDATION:

Website and digital media. Efforts 
to create digital media pay off hand-
somely in that such products can 
be offered on multiple platforms, 
including the park website, and are 
easily disseminated to an audience 
beyond actual park visitors.Because 
of the rapid changes taking place in 
electronic media, recommendations 
should center on the development of 
digital content, which can then be 
adapted as new kinds of electronic 
delivery devices become available.  
Current implementation of most of 
the recommendations listed below  
is dependent upon creation of 
the new media specialist position 
recommended above, or the avail-
ability and expertise of the current 
permanent staff.

RECOMMENDATIONS:

Recommendations

Theodore Roosevelt National Park Long-Range Interpretive Plan
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Forever 
Wild

Reinforcement of NPS brand. There 
is a need to reinforce the value of 
Theodore Roosevelt National Park and 
the National Park Service in general.  
Visitors should easily be made aware 
of the “NPS brand” during every 
interaction.

RECOMMENDATIONS:

Incorporate NPS professional 
standards for interpretation into 
both personal and non-personal 
services. Work has begun to update 
publications to the current NPS graphic 
and messaging standards; this should 
continue.  Content should undergo 
revision so that, where appropriate, it 
is interpretive rather than primarily 
informational. The permanent staff 

is expected to achieve competency in 
the accepted professional standards 
for both personal and non-personal 
interpretive services; seasonal 
interpreters are formally trained 
and also encouraged to work toward 
competency. 

RECOMMENDATION:

The park’s geologic 
wonders include 
formations such as 
these cannonball 
concretions.

Recommendations
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Wayfinding.  While visitors can fairly 
readily find North and South Unit 
visitor centers, directional signage is 
less effective for Painted Canyon and 
the Elkhorn Ranch.

RECOMMENDATION:

Recommendations by Venue
This section summarizes recom-
mendations for each of the three 
park units.  Recommendations 
include those for personal services 
and media, as well as (in some cases) 
logistical concerns and wayfinding.  
For a listing of priorities for each set 
of recommendations, please see the 
Implementation Timeline at the end 
of this document. 

Painted Canyon Visitor Center.

Painted Canyon should orient, invite, 
and intrigue visitors. It should introduce 
park themes and inform visitors about 
the park’s many recreational opportuni-
ties, allowing them to create an agenda 
based on what they can see, do, and 
experience in the park. Those who 
are simply passing by on the Interstate 
highway may be enticed to visit, even 
if at a later date, and people already 
planning a visit may decide to extend 

their time in the park when they learn 
how much there is to do and see there. 
For many visitors, the Painted Canyon 
Visitor Center will set expectations for a 
worthwhile, enjoyable park experience.

RECOMMENDATIONS FOR  
PERSONAL SERVICES:

n.

RECOMMENDATIONS FOR MEDIA:

RECOMMENDATIONS REGARDING 
LOGISTICS AND WAYFINDING:

Theodore Roosevelt National Park Long-Range Interpretive Plan
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South Unit. 

The South Unit Visitor Center is  
the park’s most prominent indoor 
interpretive venue.

RECOMMENDATIONS FOR  
PERSONAL SERVICES:

Recommendations
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RECOMMENDATIONS FOR  
NON-PERSONAL SERVICES:

Recommendations

Theodore Roosevelt National Park Long-Range Interpretive Plan



37

Elkhorn Ranch.  

The Elkhorn is in many ways at the 
spiritual heart of the park’s Theodore 
Roosevelt story.  Park management has 
elected to keep interpretive media at a 
minimum to preserve that special  
sense of place.

RECOMMENDATIONS FOR  
PERSONAL SERVICES:

RECOMMENDATIONS FOR NON-
PERSONAL SERVICES:

RECOMMENDATIONS REGARDING 
LOGISTICS AND WAYFINDING:

North Unit.  

The North Unit receives fewer visitors 
than the South Unit, but it offers many 
features that are unique within the park.

RECOMMENDATIONS FOR  
PERSONAL SERVICES:

Recommendations
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RECOMMENDATIONS FOR  
NON-PERSONAL SERVICES:

Educational Program
Theodore Roosevelt National Park 
has an outstanding opportunity to 
create a comprehensive educational 
program based not only on curricu-
lum-based educational experiences at 
the park, but on an extensive network 
that is already in place for distance 
learning. The opportunity is out-
standing for the following reasons:

Recommendations

Theodore Roosevelt National Park Long-Range Interpretive Plan
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Figure 1:  North 
Dakota statewide 
network of ITV 
Consortia
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