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Director’s Matters
Covid-19: How Your Interpretive Skills Can Help You Get Through
By Yvonne Johnson
Whether you have years of experience or are new to interpretation, you have tools and techniques to 
develop and deliver your interpretive program, engage your audience and adapt to the inevitable surprises 
that come up. Well, we’re all dealing with the biggest surprise of the century, the Covid -19 pandemic.  

So, strap on your interpreter’s hat and face the challenge head on. Get started with a good strong theme. 
Something upbeat and positive like, I will make the most of this unique situation or Every storm cloud has a 
silver lining.  Simple works too - I can do it. 

Select some broad objectives and measurable goals. Make sure they resonate with your target audience. 
That might be you, your kids, your significant other or co-workers. They can be as simple as: Objective: get 
more organized, Goal: clean out one closet or box of interpretive supplies every two weeks. Objective: 
Learn new technologies for virtual leaning, Goal: take two training courses this month on how to use zoom. 

Layout the steps of your journey, plan in transitions, use your tools like research, storytelling, crafts and 
humor. Your goal might be to start a garden, like my husband and I did. He did YouTube and website 
research on raised beds, we both told stories of our parent’s gardens, he bought lumber, got his tools and 
built two raised bed frames, I helped a little,  and we staged an American Gothic style photo to celebrate 
the first completed frame. We used all the learning styles we interpreters use to engage our audiences; 
visual, auditory, kinesthetic and gross and fine motor skills. 

To paraphrase Frodo and Galdalf from Lord of the Rings. We can’t choose these times we are living 
through, but we can choose what to do with the times we have been given.  We are all facing 
unprecedented challenges, but we interpreters are an adaptable bunch. When leading a group of boy 
scouts on a farm tour and the draft horse decides to empty his sizable bladder in the middle of a 
conversation on the transition from horse drawn to tractor power, we find a way to turn it into an 
interpretive moment and seamlessly switch to talking about animal waste and how it feeds the soil. 

To further cultivate the 
agriculture theme, take 
the Covid-19 bull by the 
horns. We can use our 
extensive interpretive 
skills of creativity, 
flexibility, positivity and 
team work to get 
through these days and 
come out stronger at 
the end.



Interpreting on the Water
by Julie Gurnee
I grew up in Northern Virginia and spent my free time hiking, backpacking and discovering the forests of the 
mid-Atlantic. One of the parks I spent much of my teen years exploring was Riverbend Park, located on a 
scenic bend in the Potomac River, just a few miles outside of D.C.

When I graduated from high school, I left Northern Virginia and moved to Florida, then Montana, then I 
spent some time in the bayous of Louisiana, the mountains of North Carolina and the forests of Pennsylvania. 
I was lucky to enjoy outdoor recreation in all of these places. 

I paddled through mangroves and wetlands with alligators and shorebirds sharing my space. I kayaked and 
rafted in the much colder rivers of Montana and the Western states. I woke up backpacking in June to snow 
on the ground (brrr) and experienced the Northern lights on a frozen night. Louisiana had me hiking in 
pitcher plant bogs and Pennsylvania showed me beautiful remote forests I have grown to love.

About 10 years after leaving, I moved back to Northern Virginia. I had begun my career as an interpreter, 
known then as “environmental education”. I love interpreting and was happy to be sharing my knowledge 
and love of the habitats and wildlife I had grown up with.

A few years into my interpretation journey, I found myself back at Riverbend Park, this time as an interpreter. 
Back at my childood park, I was granted the opportunity to combine two things I love: interpretation and 
paddling. Riverbend Park offers kayak and canoe tours and after being an interpreter for many years, 
interpretation spilled into my tours. 

Most of my teaching up until then had consisted of working with schools, scouts, and camps, teaching 
children and families natural and cultural history programs. At Riverbend I spent most of my time sharing 
with these groups, but was ready to expand into adults and outdoor recreation. 

It was a whole new experience for me, and it came with its share of challenges and rewards. The biggest 
challenge when you are interpreting from a boat is safety. While all outdoor interpretation comes with 
weather and safety concerns, interpretation on the water has an added layer of danger, and ignoring safety 
can turn an amazing adventure into a dangerous or even deadly journey.

Working on a river, we have to be aware of water levels, wind, river current and other conditions (for us, a 
big one is a dam and Great Falls, just down river). We always keep an eye on weather and river forecasts and 
err on the side of caution if there are any concerns. All of our kayak instructors are ACA certified, and are 
trained to handle on-water emergencies, boat flips and more. We carry the same emergency gear any kayak 
instructor would carry when teaching a kayaking class.

The next challenge for me was the audience: Know your audience, right? For someone who has spent a lot 
of time interpreting to school groups, scout groups and summer camps, one of the interesting challenges to 
leading a kayak tour is the range of ages, natural history knowledge, fitness and experience levels of 
participants. Some participants come on a kayak wildlife tour because they want to experience the wildlife by 
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water, others want a kayak trip and do not start off interested in the wildlife they may experience. Paddling 
experience will range from “never been on a boat” to “paddling for years”.

My first step when leading a tour is to have a quick conversation with each participant, one on one, as I get 
them set up with equipment. Because of safety concerns on the river, I need to be sure each person is heard. 
The one-on-one gives me the opportunity to get a quick assessment of experience and interest. I give a 
safety training and basic kayak skills introduction in the beginning of my tour to ensure everyone is safe. I 
have alternate routes on the water if people are struggling to keep up. As I interpret the river and the banks, 
I gauge interest. I find people who are interested the natural and cultural history tend to ask questions and 
stick close to my boat. 

And, of course, there is the experience. Once people are on the water, those who did not come with an 
interest in wildlife are usually taken by the scenery and stillness and gain an interest in the animals, plants and 
habitats they may be seeing for the first time. The wildlife we encounter, from an osprey overhead to 
damselflies on a natural raft are different and more exciting when you are in the middle of the river. Rivers 
are always changing and no tour is ever the same. You never know if you will see an eagle overhead, a 
watersnake swim by carrying its prized fish, or a beaver flapping its tail in alarm. These experiences continue 
to fascinate me, every time I am on the water 

As interpreters it is our job to help people find connections to our resource wherever we are. We are in a 
time of turmoil and change right now and by the time you are reading this article, something will be different. 
As I write this, I am at home, social distancing. We are supposed to be welcoming spring and preparing for a 
new paddling season at the park. It should be our busy season and I should be sharing the wildflowers and 
their importance in the floodplain. Instead, I have not been around anyone but my family for weeks. I do not 
know when I will be able to share my love of the Potomac again. But, I have seen the river go through its 
own turmoil, its own floods and rages. Times when it rages and it is unrecognizable from the clear, 
meandering flow I am used to. I hope too, that we will soon be back to our peaceful flow, maybe even with 
some positive changes. And when we do, I will be out on the water again, connecting and helping others 
connect to the river and its inhabitants. 

continued from previous page

Meet the Board! 
Dodie Lewis - Awards Chair.
As the Awards Chair for Region 2 of NAI, I have enjoyed the opportunity to help recognize 
hardworking and imaginative interpreters in the region. As far as my own career as an interpreter I 
got my inspiration playing in the woods and creeks near my home growing up. After a detour during 
college into cell biology I got back to my roots many years later as a volunteer teacher naturalist for 
NWF. This led to a part-time position as a Naturalist Instructor at Claude Moore Park in Sterling, VA.  
Next, I moved on to, the full-time Park Naturalist position, Assistant Park Manager and I currently am 
the Park Manager. Claude Moore Park is a 357 acres multi-use park with ball fields, hiking trails, 
ponds, forest and meadow habitats and a National Register of Historic Places 1779 house, an 1870s 
Schoolhouse and a historic road. I have really liked exploring the natural areas of the park with 
scouts, school groups and community members over the years. I have also enjoyed learning the 
history of the park which goes back to before the English settlers. One of my favorite challenges has 
been finding ways to interweave the natural history of the park with the cultural history. I have found 
being an interpreter a fun and rewarding career. 



NAI Announces Retirement of Executive Director Margo 
Carlock! 
After almost eight years of dedicated service to the National Association for Interpretation (NAI) and the field of interpretation, Margo 
Carlock has announced her retirement as NAI’s Executive Director effective September 30.

Jay Miller, NAI President notes, “For myself and the Board of Directors, this is sad news. I have had the honor of working with Margo and 
have seen her leadership in action. Margo is thoughtful and creative, providing inspiration and motivation to the Board and the professional 
staff. She has set a high standard for integrity and respect. She is constantly focused on what is best for NAI, the members, and the 
profession, including business practices that have moved NAI from operating in the red to paying off the mortgage and operating in the 
black. Under her leadership we have seen our membership grow to over 7,000 and include members from over 30 countries. I thank her for 
her dedication to NAI and wish her all the best in her retirement.”

Margo came to NAI after a long career in public service in state and federal agencies, including as a diplomat in the US Foreign Service, and 
in leadership roles in nonprofit museum and cultural organization management.  She has been a staunch advocate for our nation’s natural 
and cultural heritage resources. 

As Executive Director, Margo joined NAI in a transitional period of the association’s history. Under her leadership, NAI was able to cut 
expenses, increase revenue, pay off debt and build reserves, which will help NAI survive the impact of the coronavirus pandemic and take 
the association into its next chapter. Other achievements during her tenure include:

• A robust growth in membership, particularly in the area of museum and cultural heritage interpretation;
• Expansion of certification and other training programs  
• The revision of national standards for interpretation that will inform revised certifications
• A revitalized national conference, and the development of a partnership model for NAI’s international conference
• Operational improvements including an enhanced association management system and its integration with NAI’s certification 

database
• Increased visibility on the national level and partnerships with sister organizations
• Advocacy for the field both internally and externally

“It is with mixed emotions that I leave NAI,” said Margo.  “I have truly enjoyed working with the wonderful staff and dedicated board 
members who together have made NAI such an outstanding organization over the years.  I have the greatest admiration and respect for our 
members and the difficult but rewarding work they do, and feel blessed that I have met so many incredible people who I am honored to 
count as friends.”

Margo’s plans for retirement include dusting off her golf clubs and joining her partner Russ and their golden retriever Lucky in hitting the road 
to explore our nation’s parks and historic sites.  She hopes to stay engaged with the field though, and will be looking for ways to continue to 
make meaningful contributions.

An announcement by the search committee for her replacement and a full job description will be posted later this week.

View from Bearfence Mountain, Shenandoah National Park, NPS Picture



Best Practices for Virtual Interpretation
by Sammy Zambon and Chris Kemmerer
Interpretation is about connecting people to the resource. Historically, we’ve done this through in-person programs, exhibits, waysides, 
and brochures. Over the last several years we’ve turned to social media as another platform to tell our stories. But within the last few 
months we’ve all been thrown into new territory due to COVID-19. How do we deliver our message and connect people to the 
resource when we cannot offer in-person programs or when many of our sites are closed to visitors? Many of us turned to virtual 
programming – utilizing video-conferencing platforms and creating video content to help tell our stories. What many probably hoped 
would be a short term inconvenience is looking to be more like another new normal.

There have been numerous webinars and online trainings focused on virtual programming. NAI has shared a wealth of information 
through the InterpTech Conference and various webinars; the National Center for Accessible Education Materials has shared 
information on how to make your virtual programs inclusive to those with disabilities; and I’m sure you can name many others.  

But what do these best practices look like in real-life? What works? What should be included in every program vs. what can be added 
later as you gain confidence in delivering virtual programs? We’re here to share the experiences of PA and VA State Parks. 

Video-Conferencing Platforms
• The basics of interpretation hold strong in a virtual format - a strong theme, have measurable objectives/goals/purpose of the 

program, make it relatable, have an outline, and your personality definitely makes the difference. 
• Practice, practice, practice – make sure you practice with the video platform and your chat wrangler. 
• Chat Wranglers. More a duet than a solo Chat Wranglers manage the chat box; helping folks if they have audio or video issues, 

they keep track of participant questions, and they can monitor participant answers if you’re asking questions. This frees you up 
to focus on your presentation. continued on next page
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• Keep programs to under an hour. It’s a good rule of thumb that helps ensure folks are staying engaged and that you’re staying 
on topic. Of course, if you have multiple speakers and are engaging your audience in multiple ways you could very well do a 
much longer virtual program. 

• Location, location, location. Much like an in-person program you need to give consideration as to where you will be for the 
virtual program. A live broadcast from a historic home or in front of a unique natural resource is sure to engage visitors. While 
a more traditional virtual program, one where you’re moving through a PowerPoint, should be done in a quiet room or office 
free from extraneous noises. No matter where you are – inside or outside - you will need strong internet service.  

• Your voice. The embedded microphone of your computer is not kind. A lapel microphone can be purchased inexpensively 
from Amazon and will do wonders for clarity. Your audience will not realize the difference. But the experience will be so much 
better for them. 

• If you will be on camera, be sure to have the light source in front of you, not behind you. If it’s behind you, it washes you out 
and folks can’t see you.  

• When conducting your program...
o Post the directions for how to use the online platform that you are utilizing. Have the Chat Wrangler (see above) 

handle any participant technical issues. 
o Always start by showing the basics of how to use the online platform (i.e. how to mute yourself, how to use the chat 

function, etc.) 
o Share your screen. Make sure that your first slide includes the name of the webinar/training, quick directions for using 

the platform, and some type of point to ponder for participants while they wait for everyone to arrive. For example, 
“What do you hope to learn today?” Get participants to interact. Make them feel welcome.

o Engage your audience! Ask questions of them, use the poll function or whiteboard functions. Think of ways to get 
them moving. Reach into that techniques bag and use some that you normally don’t use. I have found myself using 
storytelling and guided imaginary quite a bit lately.  

o For large audiences consider muting audio and turning off video for all participants. This will free-up bandwidth and 
help eliminate extraneous noises.

o If you’re recording a live program – be sure to let participants know you will be recording. Discuss with your 
supervisor the exact verbiage you should use. 

• Have fun! Virtual programming let’s you not only connect with past visitors and regulars alike, but gives you the opportunity to 
connect even more people from around the country or the world to your site. It’s a wonderful challenge!

Pre-shot Videos on Social Media
• Almost everything that applied to live broadcasts still applies to posting videos to social media.
• Keep your videos shorter. Because social media lacks personal interaction, a 5-10 minute video works better than a longer 

one.
• Don’t use auto captioning or if you do make sure you check it. You can end up with some really embarrassing autocorrect fails.
• You don’t control the comments section on social media. We have had people fight over non-related issues in the comment 

section. Think long and hard before you respond.
• Always have someone review videos for consistency and errors before they are put on social media.
• Plan ahead, how are you going to brand your videos, who is going to edit the videos, do they get posted from a central source 

or from individual parks, who responds to question or issues in the comment section, will they be posted to YouTube?
• Editing software- we have used iMovie and a few of us have access to Adobe Premier. Videos from iPhones and GoPros use 

different formats and are not easy to combine. Plan ahead.

Whether live or pre-recorded, standing in front of a camera can be intimidating. With a few minor differences these are just like any 
other program. Our best advice is remember the 6 P’s, Prior Proper Planning Prevents Poor Performance and Don’t Panic. Have fun.



Shifting Focus 
By Tania Gale, Naturalist, Calvert County Natural Resources 
Aristotle
"In all things of nature there is something of the marvelous."

There is a feeling, I think, that nature is something apart from us. That it is something that we go to faraway places to visit, not 
something easily accessible. This feeling overlooks the nature we have close to home and disenfranchises people who are not able to 
travel to see “nature” for various reasons.

This way of thinking also ignores how important the care of the multitude of small pieces of privately owned property can be – 
especially looking at issues like runoff, pesticide/fertilizer use, and habitat loss. The decisions that homeowners make each day have a 
cumulative impact on the environment-at-large – and it’s not a small impact.

The knowledge of this feeling has been sitting in the pit of my stomach for a long time - mostly ignored because like so many of you, I 
work for and in the parks. In my job, I focus on promoting our park sites. In my personal time, I like to travel far and wide to visit parks 
in other regions. Admittedly, there’s nothing like the grandeur of the Grand Canyon and other “bigger than life” locations.

A shift really began to flower in my heart and mind since COVID-19 entered all of our lives. The pandemic has brought a fundamental 
shift to environmental education and interpretation, not to mention the rest of our lives. It has forced us to completely rethink the way 
we reach our audiences - and perhaps shift the focus of what we are teaching people. Many people were not, and maybe are still not, 
leaving home. They are certainly traveling less. 

What if this change in people’s behavior could be a force for good? Bringing awareness to our own yards and neighborhoods, making 
those places better for the plant and animal neighbors that we have for so long ignored. What if this pandemic could push park staff to 
not just teach about where we work, but empower the public to experience nature on their own terms at home?

Can we perhaps now allow some focus to come away from our beloved parks? Yes, these areas should, of course, be protected but 
can we now also begin to allow our audiences to see nature as something they can walk out their door to see, to interact with, to 
foster and nourish? Can we help them to better understand the plants and animals they have nearby and help them to better support 
those organisms?

continued on next page



While it is true that we don’t all have 
the luxury of large backyards or nearby 
wild spaces, life is strong and nature 
does always find a way to survive even 
in the most unlikely places. Lichens, for 
example, are great nature-at-home 
candidates. They can be found almost 
everywhere – even in the most 
seemingly inhospitable areas. There are 
birds nearly everywhere – varying levels 
of species diversity, of course, but nature 
is nature – a pigeon is still a bird and is 
beautiful in its own right. Plants like 
clover or dandelion make their home 
just as easily in an abandoned lot as a 
suburban backyard.

What if we change our perspective and 

allow the small and the mundane to be as important as the 
most grand of places? Suddenly we can see something 
beautiful each day, right at home. We can find strength and 
solace in the natural world – when we need it most. As 
environmental educators and interpreters, we can promote 
healing through nature close-to-home both for ourselves 
and our audiences - and be better for it in the long run.  

I spent a lot of time at home this spring and summer, as I 
am sure many of you did. My backyard became my home 
video studio; my living room is now my office. I have been 
making it a point to encourage my program participants 
(over Zoom and recorded video) to get out and see what 
they can see right in their backyards – just as I have been 
exploring my own.

I have made it a point to go outside each day, in my 
backyard or on foot in my small town, to seek out beauty. I 
found it – and more easily than I thought I would.

I found it by looking close; by changing my perspective. I 
found it by listening carefully. I found it by shifting my focus 
from the places far outside of myself, to what had been 
right in front of me the whole time. I would challenge you 
to do the same.

I believe a leaf of grass is no less than the journey-work of 
the stars. ~ Walt Whitman

continued from previous page



Newsletter Submission Guidelines 
Each edition will be theme-based so if you have something to contribute short or long refer to the 
table below for upcoming deadlines and themes. Submissions for other sections can be sent at any 
time but if it fits in with a particular theme send it by that edition’s deadline otherwise it will be used 
for a future edition. 

Recommended lengths for submissions: 500-600 words for articles
100 words for each tip or trick 

Pictures should be submitted as an attachment to your email. Other materials may be sent in the 
body of your email or as an attachment. 

If you have any suggestions for a theme for future newsletters, please send your suggestions or 
requests. Themes can be anything related to interpretation that would be of interest to the region. 

Newsletter submissions including calendar items should be sent to: ChesapeakeChat@gmail.com 

Deadline Theme

Winter Newsletter January 15 Partnerships

Spring Newsletter April 15 Technology in Interpretation

Summer Newsletter July 15

Fall Newsletter October 15 Birds
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We’re on the Web!
See us at:

www.interpnet.com/2/

National Association for 
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Chesapeake

COVID-19 Aid
Support from the National Office
The National office is closely monitoring the situation with COVID-19. They will post updates to the website, their Twitter and 
Facebook feeds, and in emails to registered attendees and members. Registered attendees for any event cancelled by NAI will receive a 
full refund. Otherwise, normal cancellation policies are in effect.

Here are notes regarding NAI's programs and events:

NAI Cares Program
If you are an individual member of NAI and have been laid off or furloughed as a result of the ongoing COVID-19 crisis, you may be 
entitled to a free three-month membership extension and access to a $50 professional care grant that can be used on NAI trainings 
(national offerings only) or in the NAI Store. Learn more here.

Online Training and Webinars
Free and fee-based webinars and online training are available here.
To be participate in our free InterpTalk online discussion groups (Wednesdays, 1:00 eastern) email pcaputo@interpnet.com.
To be participate in our free Virtual Happy Hour (Fridays, 5:00 eastern) email pcaputo@interpnet.com.

Certification 
Certified Interpretive Guide and Certified Interpretive Host courses are conducted by independent trainers and decisions regarding 
whether to hold or cancel in-persons courses will be made by those instructors. If you are registered for a CIG or CIH course and have 
questions, please contact your instructor. (Some CIG courses are being offered virtually. See a schedule of courses here.)

NAI National Conference 
We are currently planning for an in-person event November 10-14, but we are actively evaluating options as the crisis develops.

For additional information on other COVID-19 resources go to: https://www.interpnet.com/NAI/nai/_About/Coronavirus.aspx

https://www.interpnet.com/NAI/nai/_membership/NAI_Cares_Program_2019.aspx?WebsiteKey=9cd68ac6-b106-4c8d-a642-914ebbc19ca9
https://www.interpnet.com/NAI/nai/_store/Engaging_Your_Audience_Remotely.aspx
mailto:email%20pcaputo@interpnet.com
mailto:email%20pcaputo@interpnet.com
https://www.interpnet.com/NAI/interp/Certification/Certification_Calendar/nai/_certification/Certification_Calendar.aspx?hkey=35609fbd-8ab3-43c9-9749-93e136a6bc33
https://www.interpnet.com/NAI/nai/_About/Coronavirus.aspx

