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Session Goals
Participants will:

• Learn how to develop compelling interpretive 
themes with universal appeal

• Explore interpretive strategies for program 
organization

• Discuss examples of interpretive themes and 
strategies for cohesive program development

• Learn how to develop program themes, goals and 
objectives that help accomplish the NPS mission

National Park Service Interpretive Development Program

Winchester House

Photo courtesy Winchester Mystery House, San Jose, CA.

Program Organization and Interpretive Themes
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Sarah L Winchester
1837–1922
•Widow of William 
Winchester (d. 1881) and 
heir to the Winchester 
Repeating Arms Company 
fortune

•Began construction at 
Winchester House in 1884

•Construction continued 24 
hours a day, seven days a 
week, 365 days a year until 
September 5, 1922

Photo courtesy Winchester Mystery House, San Jose, CA. 

Program Organization and Interpretive Themes

Interesting Features
• 160 Rooms
• Approx. 40 bedrooms
• 5 or 6 kitchens
• 47 fireplaces
• Approx. 10,000 

windows, including a 
window in the floor

Photo courtesy Winchester Mystery House, San Jose, CA. 

Program Organization and Interpretive Themes
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More Interesting Features
• 40 staircases
• 950 doors, not including 

cabinet doors.
• 20,000 gallons of paint 

required to paint house

Blueprints available: None!
Photo courtesy Winchester Mystery House, San Jose, CA. 

Program Organization and Interpretive Themes

Mrs. Winchester never had a master set of blueprints, 
but did sketch out individual rooms on paper and even 
tablecloths! 

The Results

Photo courtesy Winchester Mystery House, San Jose, CA.

Program Organization and Interpretive Themes
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A Theme About Program Organization…

Program Organization and Interpretive Themes

Building an effective interpretive program 
requires creative vision and careful design.

Program Organization and Interpretive Themes

Building an effective interpretive program 
requires creative vision and careful design.

Program organization = blueprints
Theme = the foundation
Introduction = doorway

Body = walls
Conclusion = roof 

Opportunities for connection = windows 
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What are the benefits of using a theme for…
…the program/product ?

Preparing the Blueprints

•Ensures that the program will be meaningful to the 
audience

•Can transform a mundane program into a compelling 
one

•Allows the program to be artful and creative without 
being disorganized

•Increases the likelihood that the program will be well-
received and appreciated

Preparing the Blueprints

What are the benefits of using a theme for…
…the interpreter ?
•Helps you think clearly about what you’re saying

•Guides your selection of content 
(tangible/intangible links)

•Encourages your creativity

•Helps you grab and hold audience attention 

•Helps you avoid embarrassment due to being ill-
prepared

•Contributes to your professional image and 
credibility
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Preparing the Blueprints

What are the benefits of using a theme for…
…the audience ?
•Captures, organizes and sustains audience attention

•Provides a platform for the audience to consider, 
react to, build upon, appropriate and transform. 

•Provides a focus for the audience’s personal 
connections with resource meanings/significance

•Articulates a reason or reasons for caring about and 
caring for the resource

•Contributes to a better overall visitor experience

Preparing the Blueprints

What are the benefits of using a theme for…
…the Park and NPS?

•Can promote a stewardship ethic in the audience as 
they discover a reason or reasons for caring about and 
caring for the resource, leading to better resource 
preservation

•Supports and communicates park and agency themes

•Helps increase audience support and respect for the 
agency

•Helps ensure that the program is an appropriate and 
useful investment for the park
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The Case for Clarity

Schema Theory

A schema is the underlying structure of 
memory for a given context. People use 
schemata to organize current knowledge and to 
provide a framework for future understanding.

Examples: World views, cultural norms, social 
roles, stereotypes, rubrics, archetypes

The Case for Clarity

New information that fits within an individual’s 
schema is easily incorporated and remembered.

Schema Theory

New information that does not somehow relate to 
a pre-existing schema is often ignored or quickly 
forgotten.
A well-crafted theme can provide a key to 
activating and relating to an appropriate 
schema. 

Stay tuned for discussion of audience 
relevance later in the broadcast!
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Advance Organizers

The Case for Clarity

Presented prior to learning, they contain a system 
for logically organizing incoming information in a 
unified structure -- an “assimilative context.”

Allow the audience to logically organize and 
store information in memory

The Case for Clarity

Signaling
Consists of cues throughout the presentation or 
product that reveal its structural organization

Examples: Overviews, headers, pointer words, 
summaries
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The Case for Clarity

Signaling

Signaling helps the audience by:
•Making important information explicit
•Emphasizing interrelationship of ideas
•Allowing cognitive resources to be 
spent on integrating new knowledge 
with prior learning, rather than on 
trying to sort out what’s important

The Case for Clarity

Humboldt State University
Jennifer L. Tarlton and Carolyn J. Ward (2006)
“The Effect of Thematic Interpretation on a 
Child’s Knowledge of an Interpretive Program”
Journal of Interpretation Research, 11(1), 7-33.

Results:
“Thematic interpretation not only 
resulted in more learning, but 
learning at a more meaningful level.”
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A “Theme” is…

Interpretive Themes

1. A topic of discourse or discussion
2. A subject of artistic representation
3. An implicit or recurrent idea; a motif
4. A short composition assigned to a student as a 

writing exercise
5. Music The principal melodic phrase in a 

composition, especially a melody forming the 
basis of a set of variations

6. Linguistics A stem
yourdictionary.com

Interpretive Themes

Interpretive Themes

Themes are statements…
…of meaning

[A theme] is the expression of what the interpreter 
and organization know to be meaningful about the 
resource... 

David Larsen
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Interpretive Themes – A Solid Foundation

Interpretive Themes

An interpretive theme…
• Is expressed in the form of a single sentence
• Links a tangible resource to its intangible 

meanings and significance 
• Reveals the topic’s relevance to the audience 
• Provides a thread or through-line that guides the 

direction and focus of the program
• Summarizes, articulates and 

distills the main idea(s) 
to be developed

Interpretive Themes

Interpretive themes are finely crafted sentences 
that reveal meaning, refer to significance and 
help you select the points you will make in your 
interpretive program.

IDP Draft Curriculum Revision – Interpretive Talk
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Common Confusion

Interpretive Themes

• Topics
• Titles 
• Facts
• Techniques…

are not interpretive themes

People remember themes –
they forget facts.

Environmental Interpretation -- Sam Ham

Interpretive Themes

Topic: The grizzly bear
Title: The threatened life of the grizzly
Statement of fact: The grizzly’s survival is 

threatened by several factors.
Technique: On today’s walk we’ll look for 

grizzly evidence.
Theme: How we interact with the grizzly and 

shape our relationship with nature affects 
the survival of the grizzly and perhaps our 
own survival, as well.
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Topics into Themes

Interpretive Themes

The importance of water in the desert
Water is life in the desert, creating a diversity of life and 

prosperity that has long attracted people like us to this area.

The geology of Colorado National Monument
At Colorado National Monument, geologic processes have 

created spectacular landforms and sublime natural beauty 
that provide opportunities for our exploration and inspiration.

Human history at Lake Mead
Over the long continuum of human activity in the Lake Mead 

area, interaction with the river has changed the river, 
changed the desert, and changed the people.

Interpretive Techniques – Not Themes

Interpretive Themes

The fossil record at Badlands is like a book.
My program will present a recipe for a healthy 

ecosystem.
Today I’d like to tell you a story about the early 

homesteaders.
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Interpretive Themes – A Solid Foundation

Interpretive Themes

Do you think the video clip introduces a…
• Topic
• Title
• Fact
• Technique
• Interpretive theme

Laying the Foundation

Program Specific Goals – Michele’s Walk
The audience will understand that change has been and 
continues to be a part of the Kawuneeche Valley 
ecosystem and Rocky Mountain NP, affecting the 
experience of each generation of visitors. 
(Natural Ecosystems)

The audience will begin to understand the dynamic, cyclical 
nature of the park’s lodgepole pine forests and will feel 
better about the changes now occurring. 
(Natural Ecosystems)
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Laying the Foundation

Program Specific Goals – Michele’s Walk
The audience will gain an appreciation for the 
complexity of both cultural and natural resource 
management decisions faced by the NPS. 
(NPS Mission)

The audience will be provoked to consider that 
the NPS not only preserves tangible resources 
such as animals, plants, and mountains, but also 
natural processes of change. 
(NPS Mission)

Laying the Foundation

Know your Audience

Age

Where they’re from

Prior knowledge or 
experience 

Beliefs, motivations, 
interests 

Why are they 
participating?

Cultural considerations

Social Science Studies

Planning Documents

Talk to Visitors

Local Newspapers, Media 

Get involved in your 
community
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-- Minuteman Missile NHS

Laying the Foundation

Know your Audience

The Department of Defense’s Legacy program 
and the Department of the Interior’s National 
Park Service share the idea of “preserve and 
protect.”

Laying the Foundation

Glacially-carved Valley 

Tangible Resources – Michele’s Walk

Restored Habitat/Homestead Site

Beetle-killed Trees

Lots of other potentials: Diverse trees, 
shrubs, grass species; Colorado River, 
animals/birds, tracks/scat, etc.
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Laying the Foundation

Glacially-carved Valley

time, power, glaciation, geology, change, beauty, 
scenery

Restored Habitat/Homestead Site
loss, home, management, mission, change, 
challenge, family, time, restoration, 
nostalgia, conflict, dissent, history, scenic 
beauty, disagreement, historic vs. natural 
preservation

Intangible Meanings Linked to Tangible 
Resources – Michele’s Walk

Laying the Foundation

Intangible Meanings Linked to Tangible 
Resources – Michele’s Walk
Beetle-killed Tree
death, loss, change, renewal, disturbance, 
perspective, ecology, forest health, sorrow, fear, 
conflict, war, resistance, defeat, beauty, 
despair, hope, discipline, mitigation, natural 
processes, management
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Power Tools -- Universal Concepts

Laying the Foundation

Intangible meanings that almost everyone 
can relate to in some way, but maybe not the 
same way

Provide access to resource meaning 
for most audience members

Laying the Foundation

Glacially-carved Valley

time, power, glaciation, geology, change, beauty, 
scenery
Restored Habitat/Homestead Site
loss, home, management, mission, 
change, challenge, family, time, 
restoration, nostalgia, conflict, dissent, 
history, scenic beauty, disagreement,
historic vs. natural preservation

Universal Concepts – Michele’s Walk
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Laying the Foundation

Intangible Meanings Linked to Tangible 
Resources – Michele’s Walk
Beetle-killed Tree
death, loss, change, renewal, disturbance, 
perspective, ecology, forest health, sorrow, 
fear, conflict, war, resistance, defeat, beauty, 
despair, hope, discipline, mitigation, natural 
processes, management

Constructing a Theme –
The Building Materials

Laying the Foundation

Identify purpose/goals – both park-wide 
and program specific

Acquire knowledge of the audience

Identify tangible-intangible links

Identify universal concepts
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Effective Themes Use Universal Concepts

Laying the Foundation

The journey of the Cherokee Nation is a story of tragedy.

The thousand-mile journey of the Cherokee Nation tells 
a story of tears and tragedy.

If polar bears cannot adapt to climate change, their 
survival may be threatened.

If their species is to survive, polar bears must adapt to 
the changing climate -- or die. 

Themes and Relevance

Laying the Foundation

Interpretation facilitates a connection between 
the meanings of the resource and the interests 
of the visitors.

IDP Tenet – Module 101
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Themes and Relevance

Laying the Foundation

Any interpretation that does not somehow 
relate what is being displayed or described to 
something within the personality or experience 
of the visitor will be sterile. Freeman Tilden

Constructing a Theme –
The Building Materials

Laying the Foundation

Identify purpose/goals – both park-wide 
and program specific

Acquire knowledge of the audience

Identify tangible-intangible links

Identify universal concepts

Identify audience relevance –
the “so what” – why should the 
audience care?
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Interpretive Themes

Laying the Foundation

Themes are statements…
…of meaning

Interpretive Themes – A Solid Foundation

Laying the Foundation

Themes are relevant ideas…
--resource significance
--audience relevance

[A theme] is the expression of what the interpreter 
and organization know to be meaningful about the 
resource -- in language audiences 
can connect to their own experience. 

David Larsen
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Good themes

Laying the Foundation

• Utilize a universal concept

Power Themes

Laying the Foundation

The most effective themes use a universal 
concept to build a bridge between…

• the meanings/significance of the resource 

• and an aspect of audience relevance
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Power Themes

Laying the Foundation

Water is life in the desert, creating a diversity of life and 
prosperity that has long attracted people like us to this area.

At Colorado National Monument, geologic processes have 
created spectacular landforms and sublime natural beauty 
that provide opportunities for our exploration and inspiration.

How we interact with the grizzly and shape 
our relationship with nature affects the 
survival of the grizzly -- and perhaps our 
own survival, as well.

Prep for Writing an Interpretive Theme

Laying the Foundation

1. What is your topic?
2. What is the venue (type of product)?
3. Who is your intended audience?
4. What park interpretive themes will your 
program or media product address?
5. What park interpretive goals 
will your program or media 
product help accomplish?
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Assignment to write a theme

Laying the Foundation

• Identify the primary tangible resource(s) you will 
use to interpret your topic

• Identify the intangible meanings/universal concepts

• Identify an aspect of audience relevance
(So what? Why should they care?)

• Select the most potentially relevant meanings for the 
target audience 

• Write a theme statement using 
one of those meanings

Putting your theme to work

Program Construction

• Review the meanings and relevance in your 
theme

• Identify the supporting facts and information –
content and sub-points – that will help you 
develop those meanings

Stick to your theme and limit the scope of your talk. 
Don’t try to present everything known on the subject.

The Interpreter’s Guidebook -- Regnier, Gross and Zimmerman
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Putting your theme to work

Program Construction

• Identify a variety of interpretive techniques 
you can use to develop the meanings and 
relevance in your theme

Stories, explanations, quotes, activities, 
demonstrations, examples, evidence, 
illustrations, questions, discussions, analogies, 
role plays, descriptions, props, multiple 
perspectives, costuming, anecdotes, repetition, 
forecasting, imagery, brainstorming, analysis, 
personification, statistics, suspense, symbolism, 
observation, word play, …

Putting your theme to work

Program Construction

• Plan to develop some opportunities for the audience 
to think about the meanings you’re interpreting --
insight, understanding, discovery, context, revelation

• Plan to develop some opportunities for the audience 
to feel something about the meanings you’re 
interpreting -- awe, wonder, sympathy, amazement, 
regret, concern

These opportunities are the windows or openings for 
visitors to look into their own hearts and minds and 
respond to your interpretation.
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Putting your theme to work

Program Construction

•Develop a meaningful introduction and 
conclusion

•Sequence the opportunities for intellectual 
and emotional connection

•Craft transitions to tie everything together –
introduction, opportunities and supporting 
content, conclusion

Putting your theme to work

Program Construction

A good transition should…
• Summarize the previous idea
• Establish the relationship between the previous idea 
and the following ideas
• Preview the next idea

Example 
Topic: Thermal features at Yellowstone
Theme: Thermal features give us many clues about the 
powerful forces just beneath our feet.
Transition: Now that we know how water gets into a 
geyser, let’s discover how power-pressure lets it out.
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Use an organizational tool

Program Construction

•Traditional outline
I. A. 1. a…

•Block outline: 
intro – body – conclusion
thesis -- exploration -- summary

•Full script

Interpretive Organizational Strategies

Program Construction

Linear-- A line of organization from point X to 
point Y, a segment of a larger construct

Example: Organizing a program along a segment of time, 
space, or geography

Cyclic-- Circular sequence that may begin at any 
point and return to the origin points in the process

Examples: water cycle, cultural trend cycles, life cycle
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Interpretive Organizational Strategies

Program Construction

Specific to Broad-- Start with an individual 
example and expand to broader encompassing 
idea

Example: specific acorn to oak tree to all trees to forest 
conservation

Broad to Specific-- Move from a general 
encompassing idea to specific example

Example: reverse of above

Interpretive Organizational Strategies

Program Construction

Compare and Contrast

Solving a Mystery

Care about, care for– Help the audience 
discover why they care about the resource, so 
that they will want to help care for it
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Program Construction

What does “cohesive development” mean?

To cohere:

1. To stick or hold together in a mass that resists 
separation

2. To have internal elements or parts logically 
connected so that aesthetic consistency results

3. To cause to form a united, orderly, and aesthetically 
consistent whole

yourdictionary.com

Program Construction

What does “cohesive development” mean?

Planned sequencing

Deliberate arranging

Logical ordering

Clear focus
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Program Construction

Intros and Conclusions

Based on our discussion so far today…

Is the introduction interpretive?

Is the conclusion interpretive?

Why?

Building Inspection

Program Objectives

Specific, measurable outcomes that could be 
easily evaluated
Clearly describe what you hope the audience 
will be able to know, do or feel after the 
presentation
Use action verbs such as “describe,”
“list,” “explain” or “identify”
Allow you to get a sense of whether 
you are accomplishing your goals.
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Building Inspection

Program Objectives – Michele’s Walk
Goal
The audience will understand that change has been and 
continues to be a part of the Kawuneeche Valley 
ecosystem and Rocky Mountain NP, affecting the 
experience of each generation of visitors. 
(Natural Ecosystems)

Objective
The audience will be able to name three 
changes that that have occurred, or are 
occurring, in the Kawuneeche Valley.

Building Inspection

Goal
The audience will begin to understand the dynamic, 
cyclical nature of the park’s lodgepole pine forests 
and will feel better about the changes now occurring. 
(Natural Ecosystems)

Program Objectives – Michele’s Walk

Objective
The audience will be able to describe the cyclical 
nature of the park’s lodgepole pine forests.

Objective
The audience will articulate a sense of 
renewed optimism or hope about the future 
of the forest.
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Building Inspection

Program Objectives – Michele’s Walk

Goal
The audience will gain an appreciation for the 
complexity of both cultural and natural resource 
management decisions faced by the NPS. 
(NPS Mission)

Objective
The audience will be able to state at least two 
differing viewpoints or opinions regarding at 
least one of the changes featured in 
the program.

Building Inspection

Program Objectives – Michele’s Walk

Goal
The audience will be provoked to consider that the NPS not 
only preserves tangible resources such as animals, plants, 
and mountains, but also natural processes of change. 
(NPS Mission)

Objective
The audience will express a personal opinion –
what they think and feel – about the changes 
taking place in the Kawuneeche Valley.
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Assignment: Michele’s Walk #2

Building Inspection

•Look for…elements of successful organization 
and effective use of an interpretive theme

•Based on what’s working, do you have any 
suggestions for strengthening the structure?

Michele’s Theme:

Building Inspection

Change is a constant in the Kawuneeche
Valley, affecting all we see – including us!
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NPS National Standard -- Core Rubric

Building Code

The interpretive presentation is...

1)  successful as a catalyst in creating opportunities for 
the audience to form their own intellectual and emotional 
connections with meanings/significance inherent in the 
resource

2)  appropriate for the audience, and provides a clear 
focus for their connection with the resource(s) by 
demonstrating the cohesive development of a relevant 
idea or ideas, rather than relying primarily on a recital of 
a chronological narrative or a series of related facts.

Input >>>> Output

Building Inspection

Theme >> Relevant idea

Skillful construction >> Cohesive development

Interpreter’s craftsmanship >> Connection opportunities

Interpreter >> Audience

Build it >> Assess it
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Program Organization and Interpretive Themes

Congratulations!
You have successfully…
Taken the time to develop sound blueprints by carefully 
organizing your program or product ahead of time

Established a solid foundation of thematic development

Built an introduction doorway for easy access

Crafted a lovely floorplan with walls of solid 
content built on the foundational theme

Program Organization and Interpretive Themes

Congratulations!
You have successfully…
Carefully placed windows of opportunity for 
audience connection to resource meanings

Capped it with a satisfying conclusion

And even invited a housing inspector into your 
beloved structure to suggest improvements 
and remodels
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A Theme About Program Organization…

Program Organization and Interpretive Themes

Building an effective interpretive program 
requires creative vision and careful design.


