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NAI VISION:
To be the recognized voice of interpretation.

NAI MISSION:
Inspiring leadership and excellence to advance heritage 

interpretation as a profession.

ZWPA MISSION:
To provide leadership and inspire excellence in the field 

of interpretation at zoos, wildlife parks and aquaria.

Greetings

2014 BOARD MEMBERS
Director: 
Therese Joyce, 
Cleveland Metroparks Zoo 
e: taj@clevelandmetroparks.com 

Deputy Director: 
Beth Heidorn, Jungle Island 
e: bheidorn@jungleisland.com 

Secretary-Treasurer: 
Debbie Murbach, San Diego Zoo 
e: dmurbach@sandiegozoo.org

2014 LEADERSHIP TEAM 
InterpNET Chair: 
Jess Reese, Chicago Zoological 
Society – Brookfield Zoo 
e: jessica.reese@czs.org  

Membership Chair: 
Donna Parham, San Diego Zoo 
e: dparham@sandiegozoo.org 

National Workshop Chair: 
Jessica Moore, 
Northwest Trek Wildlife Park 
e: jessica.moore@nwtrek.org 

Recognition Chair: 
Leigh Spencer, Great Plains Zoo 
e: lspencer@gpzoo.org 

Resource Chair: 
Mary Andrusyk, Shedd Aquarium 
e: madrusyk@sheddaquarium.org 

Fall is here and it is almost time for the 2014 
NAI National Workshop in Denver. For 
those members joining us in Denver, please 
mark Thursday, November 20th on your 
calendars for our ZWPA Sec-
tional Meeting from 3:45-4:45pm.  
ZWPA members are always 
willing to share with others and 
some are presenting at the NAI 
National Workshop this year. We 
highlighted some of those session 
descriptions in this newsletter. 
On behalf of the ZWPA Leader-
ship Team, I want to publicly thank our 
2014 InterpNET Conference Presenters. We 
could not have a successful conference with-
out these fantastic speakers: Amy Donofrio 
and Yvette Mendez both from the Chicago 
Zoological Society; Tammy Rach from San 
Diego Zoo; and Jane Alexander from the 

Cleveland Museum of Art. Another thank 
you goes to our InterpNET Conference 
Chair, Jess Reese. She did an outstanding 
job prepping for months leading up to the 

conference and was a wonderful 
host on the day of the conference. 
Thank you to everyone involved! 
We hope that all ZWPA members 
join us again next year and will 
consider presenting a session! 
We also hope that you enjoy our 
Fall Newsletter. We are always 
looking for articles to share, so if 

you have an Interpretive Tip or something 
else you feel would benefit other ZWPA 
members, send it along to: taj@cleveland-
metroparks.com. 
Happy Thanksgiving! 
— Terry Joyce, ZWPA Director

ZWPA Members!

Going to the NAI National 
Workshop in Denver 
Nov. 18-22, 2014?   
We have a unique opportunity to go to the 
Denver Zoo and meet with educators and inter-
preters. This is NOT part of the NAI National 
workshop. Friday is the Off Site Sessions. If you 
haven’t signed up for one, come with us to the 
Denver Zoo. You will be responsible for your 
transportation and entry ticket.  However we 
have been generously given a chance to talk to 
Brittany Frederick, the Guest Engagement Man-
ager and others to discover Denver Zoo.
— Debbie Murbach, 
ZWPA Secretary-Treasurer

DETAILS
Friday Nov. 21st  

10:00am - Zoo closes at 5:00pm. 
You can stay as long as you like.

9:00am - Meet in the lobby 
so we can share rides if desired.

The Denver Zoo is 2.7 miles from 
the Sheraton Hotel.

Entry Fee: $13.00

RSVP before November 11th to: 
dmurbach@sandiegozoo.org

If we have more than 20 there will 
be a discount for the admission.

Hope to see you at the NAI 
National Workshop!



L e t ’s  m e e t  m o r e  m e m b e r s  o f
t h e  Z W PA  L e a d e r s h i p  Te a m :

Leigh Spencer is the Education 
Services Manager at the Great 
Plains Zoo in Sioux Falls, SD.  
She has been working in the zoo 
field for almost 12 years, starting 
as a keeper at the Fort Worth 
Zoo and working as an Educa-
tion Specialist at the Houston 
Zoo.  She is a Certified Inter-
pretive Trainer and Certified 
Heritage Interpreter.  She has 
a master’s degree in Resource 
Interpretation from Stephen F. 
Austin State University and a 
bachelor’s degree in Zoology 
from Southern Illinois Univer-
sity.  Leigh is a self-described 
Bird Nerd whose worldwide life 
list includes 806 species.  
Her apartment is home to an 
African grey parrot named Max 
and she recently earned her yel-
low belt in judo.

Leigh Spencer
NAII/ZWPA 
RECOGNITION CHAIR 

I’m an Interpretation Specialist 
at San Diego Zoo Global, where 
I love learning and writing about 
animals and habitats. While 
earning a Bachelor of Science 
in biology at San Diego State 
University, I discovered the joy 
of sharing what I learned with 
others. I went on to achieve a 
Science and Technical Writing 
Certificate and an MBA, but 
interpreting the natural world 
remains my passion. Over my 
30-year career I’ve been fortu-
nate to be able to practice many 
facets of interpretation. I’ve 
participated in exhibit design 
and interpretive planning; and 
I’ve been a tour guide, informal 
educator, university instructor, 
curriculum developer, research 
specialist, and writer. 

Donna Parham 

NAI/ZWPA
MEMBERSHIP CHAIR

With a passion for animals 
and education, Beth Heidorn 
brings over 30 years of indus-
try experience to her esteemed 
position as Vice President of 
Operations + Director of Iconic 
Conservation Fund of Jungle 
Island. Ever since college, the 
charismatic leader has worked 
in a variety of education roles 
for top zoos and aquariums in-
cluding most previously the San 
Diego Zoo, where Beth served 
as Director of Safari Experienc-
es. While at the San Diego Zoo, 
Beth oversaw a multi-million 
dollar budget, staff of over 100, 
and was responsible for the 
development of school pro-
grams, grant-funded projects 
and long-term vision for the 
education department and 
its programs. 

Beth Heidorn 

NAI/ZWPA
DEPUTY DIRECTOR 

I am

I
nspired by the ocean and 
wildlife she loved while 
growing up on the sunny 
beaches of Southern Cali-

fornia, Judith Coats completed 
a BA in Aquatic Biology from 
the University of California at 
Santa Barbara. That didn’t pre-
pare her, however, for her latest 
Big Challenge: the 1.5-mile 
“Sharkfest Swim” from Alca-
traz Island to San Francisco›s 
Aquatic Park. Judith battled 
choppy swells, a persistent 
wind, and a treacherous ebb 
tide to finish the swim in just 
under 56 minutes. 
“The hardest part was avoiding 
the other crazy swimmers,” Ju-
dith said. “And dealing with the 
surface chop… that means not 
swallowing a ton of bay water.” 
Judith, who swims in the ocean 
nearly every day, is an interpre-
tation specialist for San Diego 
Zoo Global, where she writes 
guest signage as well as online 
learning modules for San Diego 
Zoo Global Academy. She came 
well prepared for the job: over 
the course of her career she has 
worked in the interpretation 
field for SeaWorld San Diego, 

Science Applications Interna-
tional, and Birch Aquarium at 
Scripps Institution of Ocean-
ography. She has a Science and 
Technical Writing Certificate 
from San Diego State University 
and an MS in Science Education 
from Montana State University.
Judith is also an active volun-
teer. A member of the steering 
committee for Better Educa-
tion for Women in Science and 
Engineering (BEWiSE), she 
organizes overnight experiences 
for girls. She also volunteers at 
her former workplace, Birch 
Aquarium, where she is an 
interpretive volunteer. When 
she’s not working, swimming, 
or volunteering, Judith enjoys 
running, cooking, and reading.
— Donna Parham, 
ZWPA Membership Chair 

ZWPA
Judith Coats



SUBMITTED BY 
NICOLE CANN, 
VANCOUVER AQUARIUM 

PRESENTATION TITLE: 
The Value of Interpretation at 
Zoos and Aquariums 

OFFERED: Thursday, Novem-
ber 20th from 9:45-10:45am 

PRESENTATION 
DESCRIPTION:  
Currently zoos and aquariums 
are facing an increased amount 
of controversy in the media and 
in some public opinion. Zoos and 
aquariums are important places 
where people are exposed to the 
wonders of the natural world 
and can learn about important 
conservation issues impacting 
our planet. We hope that this café 
style presentation will provide a 
place for zoo and aquarium in-
terpreters to share success stories 
from their facilities that reinforce 
the value of interpretation at zoos 
and aquariums. We also wish to 
provide an opportunity for col-
leagues to discuss strategies for 
dealing with the controversy now 
facing these organizations.

INTRODUCTION TO 
PRESENTATION: 

Nicole Cann (Vancouver 
Aquarium), Serena Gill (Pheo-
nix Zoo), Teresa Nassachuk 
(Vancouver Aquarium), and 
Kevin Wright (Monterey Bay 
Aquarium) invite you to join in 
a discussion of the importance 
of a continued interpretive 
presence at zoos, wildlife parks, 
and aquariums. What role do 

interpreters have in supporting 
the mission of their organization 
and how can this role’s value be 
measured at your facility?

BODY OF PRESENTATION: 
We know that interpretation 

can inspire the next genera-
tion of conservationists and we 
know that strong connections 
between people and the natural 
world they live in can are made 

at zoos, wildlife parks, and 
aquarium. We plan to share ex-
amples of powerful interpretive 
projects from our facilities that 
have helped to spark this con-
nection and also drive support 
for our organizations and we 
hope that you will share some 
examples from your experience 
as well. 

We know that misinforma-
tion, misrepresentation, and 

uninformed opinions can 
sometimes lead to controversy at 
animal facilities and this is why 
interpretation can play an even 
more valuable role in these orga-
nizations. We will explore some 
of our facilities strategies in deal-
ing with these difficult issues and 
discuss various ways in which 
interpretation can be vital to an 
organization success in overcom-
ing these challenges.

CONCLUSION OF 
PRESENTATION: 

When resources are constant-
ly disappearing and organiza-
tions are fighting for support the 
value of interpretation cannot be 
overstated. We have the power to 
connect our audiences directly to 
the mission of our organizations, 
correct any misinformation that 
may exist about our facilities, 
and inspire a new generation of 
advocates for our zoos, wild-
life parks, and aquariums. By 
connecting with interpreters at 
similar facilities not only can you 
strengthen your own messag-
ing but as a whole we can work 
together to help improve overall 
animal interpretation at our 
facilities and connect an inter-
national audience together in 
their passion for protecting our 
environment and supporting our 
organizations. 

Stop and see us at the 2014 NAI
National Workshop in Denver! 



WEDNESDAY, 
NOVEMBER 19TH 

10:00 am 
Conservation Educators: 
Taking Our Practice 
to the Next Level
PRESENTED BY: 
Mandy Kirchgessner, Sarena Gill 
DESCRIPTION: Join our discussion on 
conservation education programs and how 
we can take our practices and field to the 
next level.  Evaluation and training will be 
central to the discussion

10:00 am–12:15 pm
Marketplace for Ideas 
Reflecting on Practice: 
A Professional 
Development - Program 
for Informal Science 
Educators 
PRESENTED BY: Karen Burns 
DESCRIPTION: This session advances the 
conversation about how the field can pre-
pare  its professionals through a discussion 
on the implications of institutional invest-
ments in its educational professionals. 

11:15 am  
Interpretation 
on the Run 
PRESENTED BY: 
Nikki Hinds, Dan Albro 
DESCRIPTION: Interpretation for those on 
the run! Share techniques, brainstorm new 
ideas, and explore the use of body language 
to make the most of short interactions with 
visitors to your site

2:15 pm
Hot Topics in 
Interpretation 
Roundtable 
PRESENTED BY: Jessica Moore

2:15 pm
Interpretation: 
HashtagLikeShare 
PRESENTED BY: Sarena Gill, Kevin 
Wright 
DESCRIPTION: Make your interpretation 
“viral,” engaging enough to be shared. This 
session focuses on viral media trends, apply-
ing these trends to interpretation, and what 
skills are needed to be successful

THURSDAY,
NOVEMBER 20TH 
9:45 am
The Value of
Interpretation
at Zoos and Aquariums
PRESENTED BY: Nicole Cann, 
Kevin Wright, Sarena Gill, 
Teresa Skyrlanos 
DESCRIPTION: Share success stories from 
your facility that reinforces the value of 
interpretation at zoos and aquariums and 
discuss strategies for dealing with the con-
troversy now facing these facilities.

9:45 am
Climate Change Agents 
at The Florida Aquarium 
PRESENTED BY: Kevin Van Dien 
DESCRIPTION: How do you interpret 
climate change to visitors when everyone at 
your organization isn’t on the same page? 
The Florida Aquarium’s team of special-
ized “agents” is training the entire staff

11:00 am 
Two Way Communication 
+ Technology = Enhanced 
Guest Engagement 
PRESENTED BY: 
Andre Copeland, Amy Donofrio 
DESCRIPTION: How will facilitated dialogue 
techniques and technology effect guest 
engagement during interpretive experiences 
at Brookfield Zoo? We will reveal the highs, 
lows, and survey results of our 2014 summer 
programming

3:45pm
ZWPA Section Meeting 

*Our apologizes to any presenting ZWPA 
member we may have missed in this notice! 

Other ZWPA 
Member Presentations

at the
2014 NAI National Workshop 



 Empowerment

Elements
of

Volunteer 

by Mary Andrusyk, CIG - ZWPA Resource 
Chair John G. Shedd Aquarium

L ike most, if not all, not-for-profit organizations, Shedd 
Aquarium relies on volunteer support to fulfill its mis-
sion, “At Shedd Aquarium, animals connect you to the 
living world, inspiring you to make a difference.” One 
hundred and fifty of the aquarium’s 800-plus volunteers 

are dedicated Guest Engagement volunteers. These individuals share 
animal stories as exhibit interpreters, deliver behind-the-scenes tours 
and facilitate penguin encounters. They are encouraged and trained 
to use a variety of interpretation techniques to create relevant and 
meaningful connections for Shedd’s 2 million annual guests. Photo: ©Shedd Aquarium/Brenna Hernandez



In order for volunteers to remain engaged and 
empowered, the Guest Engagement department 
provides them with opportunities to build their 
storytelling dossiers with in-person activities or 
in-depth experiences, like the semi-annual Volun-
teer Leadership Conference (VLC).

The VLC is volunteer-driven. Guest Engage-
ment staff solicits topic and activity ideas from the 
Interpretive Volunteer Advisory Council (IVAC), 
a representative group of Guest Engagement vol-

unteers and staff who review the current program 
and identify new opportunities to enhance vol-
unteers’ experiences. The suggestions are shaped 
into an itinerary for the VLC that includes social 
time, connections with aquarium experts and 
reflections on engagements. IVAC members are 
encouraged to assist in planning or leading parts 
of the conference through menu selections, event 
check-in or facilitating icebreaker activities and 
group discussions.

The summer 2014 VLC was an immersive 
experience prompted by IVAC’s suggestion for 
stewardship and citizen science opportunities. 
With beautiful Lake Michigan as Shedd Aquar-
ium’s backyard, we had access to a dynamic and 
important natural resource for this enrichment 
event. Volunteers assisted in selecting the activi-
ties – beach clean-up (where 37.5 pounds of trash 
was removed in less than three hours!), near-shore 
fish surveying with the aquarium’s senior research 

2014 Guest Engagement Volunteer Leadership Conference participants with Shedd staff and experts.  

Photo: © Shedd Aquarium/Eva Ho



biologist, an introduction to a new 
mudpuppy survey that needs citizen 
science support and “flying” a remote-
ly operated vehicle (ROV), that is used 
for on and off-site aquarium learning 
programs and research. While each of 
these activities was fun and reward-
ing, they also provided volunteers the 
opportunity to share their first-person 
experiences interacting with aquarium 
guests, particularly in the At Home in 
the Great Lakes exhibit.

Through all the fun we had, it was 
important to tie activities back to the 
relevance of the volunteer role during 
the VLC. Reflecting on these first-hand 
experiences and the connection to 
guest engagements happens best when 
it is volunteer-led. Throughout the day, 
volunteers live-tweeted photos and 
reflections about their experiences, 
an easy way to catch real-time reflec-

tions and create a Storify to share out 
after the event with others. Volunteers 
also led a brainstorming activity on 
how each experience could be shared 
with guests at exhibits. Volunteer-led 
conversation promoted peer-coaching 
and afforded Guest Engagement staff 
to hear what common themes emerged 
that can influence future engagements.

Empowering volunteers with events 
like VLC promotes a sense of owner-
ship with their on-going learning and 
enhances their engagements with 
guests. Volunteer feedback and pro-
gram evaluation on experiences like 
these consistently help us expand our 
connections with fellow volunteers and 
to Shedd’s mission. Creating immer-
sive and volunteer-driven opportuni-
ties provide lasting experiences that 
promote dedicated leaders within your 
volunteer corps. Volunteers check mudpuppy traps with research staff.

Volunteers preparing to conduct a near-shore fish survey. 

Photos: © Shedd Aquarium/Eva Ho



an elephant? I
t’s very possible you may not think about how to stop an elephant 
from stomping on your crops on a daily basis, but there are people in 
this world that do. At Cleveland Metroparks Zoo, this is one interpreta-

tion we use to discuss the elephant/ human conflict in parts of Africa. 

by Terry Joyce, ZWPA Director,
Cleveland Metroparks Zoo

How
do YOU stop 



TOPIC: Elephants and Human Conflict

THEME: By purchasing chili pepper 
products, you can aid in the preven-
tion of loss of life, land and food in the 
elephant/ human conflict in parts of 
Africa. 

ITEMS NEEDED: Some possible items 
that could be used to illustrate your 
points – Stop sign (for the hook), chili 
pepper (real or fake), chili pepper spices, 
and pepper spray 

An example of a conversational interpre-
tive approach to this theme (interpretive 
tips outlined in red)

Hook: (getting the audience involved) 
Stand any where people will need to 
walk past you (near an African elephant 
exhibit may work best) and hold out a 
“STOP” sign out for the visitors to see. 

Line: (the main interpretive conversa-
tion) As people stop because #1 – you 
are asking them to stop with your sign & 
#2 – they are just curious, introduce the 
theme one of a few ways (based on the 
age of the audience – just tweak how you 
say it)
 
Interpreter/ Docent: Oh, good you 
recognize this! When did you learn what 
this sign first meant? In kindergarten? 
In pre-school? In safety school or before? 
(relating ideas to the audience – a key to 
interpretation success)

Visitor: either they answer – or use the 
questions above as a rhetorical question 
Interpreter/Docent: You stopped be-
cause you were conditioned to stop. From 

a young age you were told that the red 
octagon sign with the white trim and the 
four letters – STOP- meant ‘stop’. (again 
another relating idea) Do you think this 
would work for an elephant? 

Visitor: Probably not.

Interpreter/Docent: Unfortunately, no. 
Elephants are not conditioned to stop at 
stop signs unlike humans, especially el-
ephants in the wild. Sometimes a roam-
ing elephant in Africa is not a good 
thing. For farmers, roaming elephants 
mean possible destruction of their crops 
as the animals search for food, but most 

importantly, water. If you were a farmer 
in Africa and you wanted to keep 
elephants away from your crops, how 
would you do it? 

Visitor: Build a strong fence or an elec-
tric fence? Shoot the elephants? Not sure. 

Interpreter/ Docent: Those are some 
possible ways. Some farmers try to use 
fencing, but those can be expensive to 
maintain. Shooting elephants doesn’t 
help. It doesn’t keep new ones from 
coming back and all it does is destroy 
a majestic creature. Some farmers have 
tried using loud noises – like drums or 

would bang on pots and pans to try and 
drive the elephants away from the crops. 
Many times this just causes the elephants 
to run in all directions and on occasion 
accidentally trample on the farmers, kill-
ing them. 

Visitor: So what is a better way to stop 
an elephant?

Interpreter/Docent: Well, what if I told 
you the tiny, meager chili pepper seems 
to be the most ideal way to stop an 
elephant. 
Visitor: Really? Why?



Interpreter/ Docent: Well, in Africa some 
farmers are going back to an old wives tale 
(something that tribesman/ farmers did 
for years) of a solution. They are planting 
pepper plants (show chili pepper if you 
have one) on their farms. After harvesting 
the pepper plants, they take the peppers, 
dry them out and grind the peppers up. 
They also take elephant dung or other 
animal dung and mix it with the peppers. 
After letting it dry a bit, the dung mix 
could be used to burn as briquettes, much 
like burning a charcoal briquette for your 
barbeque (relating idea).  Why do they 
do this? Well, have you ever used pepper 
spray before (can show pepper spray can 
if you choose)? It works much in the same 
way we humans use pepper spray. (relating 
element)The farmers put the dung around 
the farm and set it on fire, usually at night, 
sending the scent of chili peppers into the 
air. Elephants do not like the chemical, 
capsaicin that is found in the chilies that 
make them hot. The elephant’s trunk has 
the ability to smell up to 100 times greater 
than a human’s nose (relating element). 
Essentially the farmers are creating pep-
per spray. The peppers go into the air ir-

ritating the elephant’s trunks enough that 
they go nowhere near the farms. 

Visitor: Wow that is pretty cool. 

Sinker: (how to end your interpretive con-
versation & connect to conservation issue) 

Interpreter/Docent: The other cool thing 
about it is that it then creates a cash crop 
for the farmers. Farmers are now selling 
the cream of the crop in the form of chili 
pepper spices (show chili pepper spices). 
This is how YOU here in the United States 
can help stop an elephant. By purchasing 
these chili pepper spices, you are help-
ing farmers keep their farms running 
and encouraging sustainable methods to 
protect elephants and reduce the incidents 
of human/elephant conflict. You can use 
it while you cook and farmers will have 
piece of mind and money to support their 
families. We happen to sell some of these 
chili pepper spices in the Zoo’s gift shop 
or you can check on line for information 
at www.elephantpepper.org. Thank you so 
much for STOPPING to talk to me today! 
Enjoy the rest of your visit! 

Cleveland Metroparks Zoo Crew teens using chili peppers and stop signs while interpreting to the public.


