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ABSTRACT

Exploring Visitor Meanings Of Place In The National Capital Parks—Central

Wei-Li Jasmine Chen

This study uses a new approach to interpretative research based on (1)
understanding the meanings visitors attach to park resources, and (2) examining the
connections that visitors made after attending an on-site interpretive program.  The study
was conducted at the National Capital Parks in Washington, DC.  This study revealed that
many visitors to the Lincoln Memorial, the Vietnam Veterans Memorial, and the Korean
War Veterans Memorial (i.e. the Triangle) seek something of value for themselves,
including everything from connecting with the past and rededicating themselves to the
ideals of the nation.  The study incorporated mixed method design, including purposeful
sampling for visitor interview participants, quasi-experimental pre-test/post-test design,
focus group interview, and both quantitative and qualitative data analysis.  During the
summer of 1998, researchers conducted 89 focus group interviews and interviewed a total
of 527 visitors.  Study results suggest that visitors attach meanings and many of them
desire quality interpretative experiences.

Keywords: interpretation, visitor meanings, place, connections, the Interpretive
Development Program, National Park Service, Lincoln Memorial, Vietnam Veterans
Memorial, Korean War Veterans Memorial, visitor study
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Chapter One

Introduction

“To be human is to live in a world that is filled with significant places: to be

human is to have and know your place” (Relph, 1976, p. 1).  British philosopher Edward

Relph equates being human with understanding and connecting with personal and public

places.  Every year, visitors from the U.S. and other countries flock to National Capital

Parks (NCP) to understand the place and to be spiritually charged.  Visitors attach

significant personal meanings to NCP—Central sites such as the Lincoln Memorial, the

Vietnam Veterans Memorial, and the Korean War Veterans Memorial.  Interpreters need

to not only understand the resource, including its natural and human history, but also

understand the audience, including their meanings of place and visitor expectations, to

successfully facilitate a quality interpretive program.

Washington, DC holds a special place in the minds of Americans.  NCP—Central

park resources represent the ideals of the U.S. founding fathers.  They provide a meeting

ground for civic movements.  And they remind visitors of important people and events in

U.S. history.  When interpretive rangers are overwhelmed by heavy daily responsibilities

and visitors’ “ludicrous questions” (Tilden, 1977, p. 46), it is easy to overlook how

strongly visitors connect to these sites.  For example, two visitors articulated the

meanings these sites hold for them as follows:

Something that strikes me is not just Abraham Lincoln.  I have a second

cousin whose name we go to see on the Vietnam Wall.  Our country

stands for not just the heroes like Lincoln, but all people.  That is what I

think of all those monuments.  It is really wonderful to live in a country

that lifts up Lincoln and my cousin (Woman, Post 1, p. 4).

This setting is being used for this one concept—freedom.  Which is—

Martin Luther King said in his great speech�“Let freedom ring.”  And

there’s a lot of people in the country who say are we free or aren’t we

free? But freedom comes at a great cost with the lives that were lost in the

wars (Man, Pre 1, p. 1).
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This study addresses the four reasons why interpreters need to understand visitor

meanings of place.  Understanding visitors’ meanings can help to:

� Increase interpreters’ knowledge of their audience.

� Regenerate the interpreters’ passion toward both the resources and the visitors.

� Facilitate the incorporation of multiple points of view into onsite interpretation.

� Facilitate visitor connections and desired interpretive outcomes.

This study explored the meanings visitors attach to the Lincoln Memorial, the

Vietnam Veterans Memorial, and the Korean War Veterans Memorial, which are located

in National Capital Parks—Central in Washington, DC.  The study also examined the

connections visitors made between the meanings of the resources and their own personal

interests through attendance at ranger-led interpretive programs.  Chapter two reviews the

scholarly literature related to the principles of effective interpretation, meanings of place,

place attachment, and desired interpretive outcomes.  Chapter three outlines the research

methods used in this project, providing readers with a comprehensive view of the

research process.  Chapter four presents the research results.  Chapter five discusses the

study findings and provides interpretative training, program development, and planning

recommendations.

The results of this study suggest that the reasons why people visit the National

Mall encompass more than simply “wanting to see the site” and “learning about U.S.

history” (Littlejohn & Hoffman, 1999, p. 17).  Physically being in a place, experiencing

the overall landscape, and thinking through the historic events that have taken place at

that site, or that are commemorated at the site, is an extremely rich sensory activity.  At

NCP—Central, place experience occurs through a combination of both affective and

cognitive processes.  Visitors seek something of value for themselves; this may include

connecting with the past at one end of the spectrum to rededicating oneself to the ideals

of the nation at the other.  At the National Capital Parks—Central, understanding visitor

meanings should enable interpreters to do a better job of providing interpretive

opportunities, stimulating an ethic of resource stewardship, and fostering a commitment

to participatory lifestyle.
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Chapter Two

Literature Review

Interpretation benefits visitors by helping them understand the intrinsic and

material values of the inherent natural and heritage resource, by promoting civic

awareness of environmental and social issues, and by encouraging them to participate in

responsible citizenship (Wager, 1978).  From the park management perspective,

interpretation not only reduces vandalism and maintenance costs, but also provides a

mechanism for communicating the organizational mission to the visitors (Lustig, 1982;

Griest & Mullins, 1984).  Wang (1998) defines interpretation and addresses the functions

of interpretation as follows:

Interpretation relates the purpose and significance of a natural area or

heritage site, introduces outstanding natural or cultural features, explains

how natural or social systems function(ed) in the past and present, and

translates scientific concepts or diverse cultural perspectives into ideas

easily understood by the public.  Interpretation facilitates a visitor’s sense

of connection to the resource.  Interpretation is also a mechanism for the

public land managing agencies to communicate their mission to the public

and build support for that mission (Wang, 1998, p. 1).

Interpretation’s Many Purposes and Functions

Researchers have identified a range of interpretation’s functions.  Visitors

attending interpretive programs gain an in-depth understanding of U.S. heritage, and the

people and events of cultural significance (Trotter, 1992).  Besides the basic service of

park orientation, interpretation enriches park visitors’ experiences by providing programs

that increase their understanding of natural processes such as glaciation and forest

succession, or aspects of human history such as war and peace (Roggenbuck, Williams,

& Bobinski, 1992; Masberg, 1996).  Interpretation communicates the intrinsic and

material values of the resources (Wagar, 1978; Cherem, 1977; Trotter, 1992).

Interpretation also functions as a way to instill (or question) the beliefs that undergird the
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government structure, a sense of cultural identity, or an ethical relationship to the natural

world (Kubel & Leone, 1997).  For public land management agencies, such as the

National Park Service (NPS), the Fish and Wildlife Service, and the USDA Forest

Service, interpretation functions as a powerful management tool for provoking resource

stewardship and civic engagement (Wagar, 1978; Forest Service, 1990; Roggenbuck et

al., 1992; Zinsser, 1992; Hilten & Hilten, 1997).

The Interpretive Development Program

By creating the Interpretive Development Program (IDP), the National Park

Service has recently taken the lead in advancing interpretive principles and theory and

establishing a mechanism for improving interpretive practice (NPS, 1997).  Previous

interpretive training efforts in the NPS focused on getting interpreters “trained.”  The

IDP, however, outlines an improved conceptual foundation for effective interpretation

and provides a mechanism for interpreters to demonstrate success in ten clearly-defined

interpretive competencies (Larsen, 1998; Wang, 1998).  In short, the Interpretive

Development Program successfully integrates interpretive theory and practice, ensuring

interpreter competence through a rigorous certification process.  The IDP is based upon

three tenets, including:

Tenet 1: Resources possess meanings and have relevance.

Tenet 2: Visitors seek something of value for themselves.

Tenet 3: Interpretation facilitates a connection between the meanings of the

resource and the interests of the visitor (Larsen, n.d.).

The Park Service maintains that all effective interpretation links tangible

resources to intangible resources to reveal meanings.  Tenet one emphasizes that

resources are imbued with meanings, inherent and ascribed, and that these meanings

make the resources relevant to people’s lives today.  Tenet two stresses that visitors

approach a resource seeking something of value, something that will enrich their lives.

Tenet three suggests the importance of interpreting multiple perspectives of park

resources and respecting visitors’ sovereignty.  Presenting multiple points of view makes
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parks more meaningful to a wider range of individuals and provides multiple points of

access to the interpretive message.

Landscape architects, environmental psychologists, and cultural geographers have

a long history of examining the how people attach meanings to a given geographic locale

or the environment.  An in-depth discussion of this subject occurs in a later section (see

pp. 11-15).

Respecting visitor sovereignty and understanding their interests can lead to

desired interpretive outcomes.  An interpretive specialist with the National Park Service,

David Larsen emphasizes visitors’ sovereignty in the interpretive process by saying:

All visitors have a right to their own values and perspectives.  Ultimately

each visitor determines the effectiveness of any rule or preservation

message.  The visitor judges the significance of their own experience and

ascribes worth to the resource.....  (Larsen, n.d., p. 4).

For Larsen, stewardship occurs only when the visitors begin to care about the

past, present, and future meanings and values of the resource, so that, they begin to

actively, care for the resource (Larsen, n.d.).  Interpretation plays an important role in

expanding and deepening visitors’ thoughts and beliefs.  Successful interpretation meets

visitors where they are and moves them along a stewardship continuum, which actually

reflects the extent to which visitors are actively engaged in caring for park resources.

Larsen also believes that unless park visitors come to care about park resources via

interpretation or other significant personal experiences, they will not begin to care for the

resource; and ultimately, the preservation of that resource will be jeopardized.

Before the development of the IDP, Ham (1992) emphasized the importance of

inspiring a sense of care among the audience through interpretive programs:  “Interpreters

must not only find a way to link the information being presented to something their

audiences know about, but something they care about.  With noncaptive audiences, this

is especially important because they’ll almost always ignore information that seems

unimportant, even if they understand it perfectly” (p. 13).

The IDP also emphasizes the importance of incorporating universal concepts into

interpretation.  Universal concepts are the ideas that are relevant to almost everyone such
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as beauty, family, change, survival, power, and freedom.  Ham (1992) identifies these

concepts as “highly personal things” including, “ourselves, our families, our health, our

well-being, our quality of life, our deepest values, principles, beliefs and convictions” (p.

13).  Ham urges interpreters to incorporate these concepts and connect them to the inner

circle of their lives.  Larsen (1997) declares that “successful interpretation need not move

us to tears—it has to provoke us to care” (p. 19).  Wager (1975) suggested that universal

concepts can be used to tap into the memories, values and experiences that many visitors

share.  Provocation occurs through the use of universal concepts to make personalized

meanings more salient.  Beyond simple provocation, however, interpreters must facilitate

a connection between the interests of the visitor and the meanings of the resource.

Loomis (1996) suggests the importance of facilitating this visitor interest/resource

meanings connection: “Interpretation should not only raise curiosity (attract central

attention) but also provide opportunities for involvement by relating content to personal

meanings” (p. 41).

Connections are defined in the IDP Module 101 as (1) “linkages” and

“relationships” that are ” broad based and accessible both intellectually and emotionally“

(Larsen, 1997; NPS, 2000; NPS, 1997) and, (2) as the linkages that visitors forge with the

resources when they “develop an active stewardship ethic” (NPS, 2000).  Ham (1992)

addresses the issue of connection by referring to two terms in psychological research:

shadowing and selective attention.  Shadowing is the phenomenon by which humans

almost always react to or recall the more familiar of two messages.  Familiarity allows

the human brain to expend less effort to concentrate on personal and meaningful content

(Moray, 1959; Cherry, 1966).  Selective attention is referred to as people switching their

attention to things they care about even when they are not consciously trying to (Solso,

1979).  Ham (1992) concludes that “The best communicators always try to connect their

ideas to the lives of their audiences.”  He said,

When information is meaningful it’s because we’re able to connect it to

something already inside our brains.  Meaningful information is said to

have “context” since we understand it only in the context to something

else we already know…  [We] attach a meaning to it that is based on the
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words it awakened in our minds.  When something we hear or see doesn’t

connect with anything we already know, it’s meaningless to us (p. 12).

Martinez (1988) urges interpreters to “make an honest effort to show to the visitor

the many sides of the story...  acting as a mediator of history, provoking the audience, and

letting them ponder and decide” (p. 146, 152).  To successfully facilitate connections, an

interpreter must understand their audience.  Trotter (1992) stresses the importance of

having an in-depth understanding of the meanings and belief systems that visitors bring

with them when designing an interpretive program.  He argues that, “Humans carry their

cultural values everywhere they go, and act out of those values, whatever they do” (p.

130).  Finally, an in-depth understanding of their audience should influence how

interpreters choose to communicate resource meanings.  Wagar (1975) highlighted the

communication challenges interpreters face when he said:

Interpreters must often communicate with people whose memories,

thought processes, and word associations are quite different from each

other.  The most effective interpreters are those with a knack for

translating meanings from one system of symbols (often the scientist’s)

into another (the visitor’s) (p. 7).

As a result, the job of the interpreter is to facilitate (not dictate) the individual’s personal

connections to the resource and the formation of their own unique meanings.

The Interpretive Equation and Interpretive Opportunity

 An important component of the NPS’s Interpretive Development Program is the

interpretive equation (NPS, 2000; NPS, 1999; Larsen, n.d.; Larsen, 1998).  The

interpretive equation is written as follows:

(KR+ KA) AT = IO

The interpretive equation highlights the key factors that contribute to effective

interpretation.  In the equation, KR represents the interpreter’s “knowledge of the

resource,” KA represents the interpreter’s “knowledge of the audience,” AT  represents
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the interpreter’s use of an “appropriate technique,” and IO  represents the production of

an “interpretive opportunity” for visitors.  An interpretive opportunity may lead to the

desired outcome of interpretation—that is, the visitor may form “intellectual and

emotional connections” with the meanings of the resource and ultimately, come to care

for the resource.  Again, however, “the visitor is sovereign and will ultimately decide on

the meanings, value, and preservation of the resource” (Larsen, n.d., p. 8).

 In general, research studies are not well-distributed among the four areas

represented by the interpretive equation: knowledge of the resource, knowledge of the

audience, appropriate technique and interpretive opportunity.  Specifically, appropriate

techniques and interpretive outcomes (not equal to the IO in the equation) have been the

focus of most interpretive research, while knowledge of the resource and knowledge of

the audience have not been well explored in research studies.  Research on appropriate

techniques explores the advantages and disadvantages of various interpretive media and

methods (Mahaffey, 1970; Reyburn & Knudson 1980; Hammit, 1982).  Another common

research topic is to examine the extent to which interpretive programs yield desired

interpretive outcomes.  Research in this area has focused on interpretive effectiveness,

attitude and behavior change, the decrease of vandalism, and the quality of visitor

experiences (Hayward & Larkin, 1983; Griest & Mullins, 1984; Cable, Knudson, Udd, &

Stewart, 1987; Trotter, 1989; Bitgood, 1994; Milton, Cleveland, & Bennett-Gates, 1995).

Even though less studied, several scholars have indicated that interpreter’s

knowledge of the audience is a needed area of research (Masberg & Silverman, 1996;

Trotter, 1992; Wagar, 1975; Wagar, 1978).  Others emphasize the significance of

understanding the various domains of the audience in their writings.  Tilden (1977), the

pioneer of interpretive philosophy, indicates the importance of understanding audience

interests.  In his first interpretive principle, he urges interpreters to attempt to identify

visitors’ chief interests.  Tilden emphasizes that “the visitor’s chief interest is in whatever

touches his personality, his experience and his ideals” (p. 11).  He also suggests that

interpreters build upon pre-existing visitor knowledge by “[letting] the talk turn to

something the visitor already knows” (p. 46).  Interpreters need to focus not only on an

in-depth, scientific knowledge of the resources, but also on an understanding of which

attributes are important to the whole person—for example, religious or spiritual
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connections with nature, the emotions, the yearning for continuity, and the love of a

story.  Martinez (1988) states that by understanding visitors’ “preconceived ideas” and

“sincere interests,” interpreters may increase the likelihood of “building the bridge”

between visitors and the resource.  Ham (1992) highlights “interpreters who understand

why and how audience such as these differ, and even more important, how to tailor

communication methods to suit them, have a distinct advantages over interpreters who

don’t” (p. 6).

There is a large body of research on several related topics, however, including:

audience demographics (Rakow & Lehtonen, 1988; Wallace & Witter, 1991), visitor

motivation and benefits (More, 1983; Rakow & Lehtonen, 1988; Hungerford & Volk,

1990; Wallace & Witter, 1991), and the learning process (Hammit, 1982; Meredith &

Mullins, 1995; Ham & Krumpe, 1996).  Several articles have explored the characteristics

of a quality interpreter (Cherem, 1977; Brockman, 1978; Lustig, 1982; Mullins, 1984).

Promoting Resource Stewardship and Effective Resource Management Requires

Understanding Visitor Meanings of Place

In search of a more holistic and integrated approach to understanding human

motivations, physical and psychological engagement, activities, and benefits of a given

“place,” researchers and natural resource managers have emphasized the importance of

understanding peoples’ meanings of place and suggested applying the sense of place

concept in resource management (Roggenbuck et al. 1992; Masberg 1996; William &

Stewart 1998; Galliano & Loeffler 1999).  Recent studies have employed various

methods in exploring and documenting the relationships among recreation resources,

resident and visitor meanings and perspectives of place, and the likelihood of

participating in resource stewardship (Selin & Howard, 1988; Williams, Patterson,

Roggenbuck, & Watson, 1992; Brandenburg & Carroll 1995; Milton, Cleveland, &

Bennett-Gates, 1995; Galliano & Loeffler 1999).  McCool, Stankey, & Clark (1985)

highlight that it is the context within which recreation takes place that can facilitate or

hinder not only the activities that occur but also the quality of the recreation experience.

Largely agreed among the researchers about the importance of understanding

people’s meanings of place, however, Williams & Steward (1998) declare that the



10

concept itself is “elusive, ill defined, and controversial” (p. 18).  Nonetheless, Williams &

Stewart (1998) define a sense of place as “the collection of meanings, beliefs, symbols,

values, and feelings that individuals or groups associate with a particular locality” (p. 19).

Simonson (1989) believes that a sense of place “restores one’s relationship to the land

and the community, and therefore to oneself.”  Buttimer (1980) purposes that people

ascribe symbolic, emotional, cultural, political, and biological meanings to place.

Landscape architects and city planners have expressed an interest of

understanding how people visually prefer one landscape from another (Lynch, 1960;

Appleyard, 1979; Hester, 1985).  Thriving from those observations, geographers and

environmental psychologists are among the earliest professionals to explore and identify

the phenomenon of how places reveal meanings and how humans attach meanings to

places (Moore & Graefe, 1994).  A cultural geographer, Tuan (1974, 1977) describes

place as a center of meanings that are formed through experience.  He stresses that a

physical space becomes place when we attach personal or group meanings to a particular

geographic locale.  For example, one may attach a range of personal meanings to one’s

home and homeland—be it a chair in the living room, one’s neighborhood, city, region,

or nation.  A group of people may also relate to a specific place as an object that

symbolizes their beliefs and values (Tuan, 1976).  Ryden (1993) identifies four elements

of place: personal memory, community history, physical landscape appearance, and

emotional attachment.  Geographers then suggest that through attaching personal or

group meanings to place, people acquire a sense of belonging and purpose that can give

meaning to their lives (Relph, 1976; Buttimer, 1980; Tuan, 1980).  Frequently referred to

by recreation researchers, the concept of sense of place and place attachment have been

incorporated, examined, and further explained from an approach of place-dependence

(Jacob & Schreyer, 1980; Schreyer & Roggenbuck, 1981; Williams et al., 1992).  Stokols

and Shumaker (1981) defined the notion of place-dependence as a form of attachment

associated with the potential of a particular place to satisfy the needs and goals of an

individual.  Place dependence can be lessened if there are other currently available

settings that may satisfy the same set of needs.

The second approach to sense of place has been explained by environmental

psychologists as place-identity (Proshansky, 1978; Proshansky, Fabian, & Kaminof,
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1983).  Proshansky and associates describe the concept of “place-identity” as “those

dimensions of the self that define the individual’s personal identity in relation of the

physical environment” (Proshansky, 1978, p. 155).

Place Research

Given the many dimensions of the concept, it has been a challenge to quantify or

measure place meanings, place attachment, place dependence, and place identity

(Williams & Stewart, 1998).  A growing number of studies have been conducted to help

quantify, measure, and elucidate the meanings of place.  Most of these studies have

chosen to adopt one of the following indicators: meanings of place, place attachment,

place values, place dependence, or a combination these elements.

1. Meanings of place.  A large body of the existing studies employed this approach

to examine the collection of meanings, beliefs, symbols, values, and feelings that

individuals or groups associate with a particular locality.

A summary of these studies is presented in Table 1.

Table 1.  Research in Meanings of Place

Study Areas of Focus Settings Methods
Fishwick &
Vining, 1992

� The meanings and values associated with
preferred outdoor recreation sites

� The quality of landscape that infuse an outdoor
recreation setting with a sense of place for
individuals

� The importance of these landscape in the
contexts of people’s lives

Illinois State
Parks

Problem-
solving activity;
Rating
Interviews

Beeson et al.,
1996

� People’s interaction with the site
� The development of a place-identity.

Gunnison
National
Forest,
Colorado

Interview

Jones, 1996 � The measurement of a sense of belonging
� The relationship of a sense of belonging and

visitor characteristics

Cumberland
Gap National
historic Park

A nomological
network of
observable
properties

Stedman, 1996 � People’s place identity through hunting

(Table continued to next page)

N/A Cognitive
mapping
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Bricker &
Kerstetter,
1997

� The sense of place for whitewater recreationists
(rafters & kayakers)

American
River,
California

Survey;
Open-ended
questionnaires
Content analysis

Wasserman,
1998

� Identification of the types and ranges of
intellectual, emotional, spiritual, & communal
functions of memorial landscape: a sense for
memory, a sense for mourning, a sense for
reflection & healing, a sense for ceremony, a
sense for collective action

Memorial
landscape

Review of
landscape
architecture
literature:
environmental
design & urban
planning

Galliano &
Loeffler, 1999

� Identification of the “special places”
� Identification of the existence of personal and

group place meanings
� Examination of how people describe these

places
� Exploration of whether a sense of place affects

future resource stewardship

Interior
Columbia
Basin,
Washington

Interview
Open-ended
questionnaire

Henderson &
King, 1999

� The personal and group motivations of using the
place among youth groups

� The meanings and the intensity of depending on
the place

� The willingness of participating future activities
on site

� The alternative activities other than the on-site
activities

Teen centers
in
southeastern
U.S. cities

Case study
Multi-purpose
approach

2. Place attachment.  Literatures on place attachment discuss the range and intensity

of people’s emotional bonds and/or relationship with a given place.  A Likert-

scaled survey was frequently chosen for participants to indicate their levels of

attachment.  A summary of these studies is presented in Table 2.
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Table 2.  Research in Place Attachment

Study Areas of Focus Settings Methods
Williams &
Roggenbuck,
1989

� Attachment on resource dependence
� Attachment on resource identity

Hypothesized
recreation
places

A Likert-scaled
attachment
statements

Williams et al.,
1992

� Previous use of wilderness, study site, and
substitutability

� Sociodemographic characteristics
� Mode of experiences and trip characteristics
� Sensitivity to various recreational impacts and

wilderness conditions

Wilderness
areas (3 in
Montana, 1 in
Georgia)

Survey;
Likert-scaled
statement on
place &
wilderness
meanings &
attachment

Mitchell et al.,
1993

� Emotional attachments to the national forest
� The differences among various user categories

Chiwawa
River
drainage,
Washington

Personal
interviews;
Grounded
theory

McCool &
Martin, 1994

� The relationship between tourism attitudes,
length of residency, level of tourism
development, & feelings of community
attachment

Montana Survey;
Phone
interviews

Moore &
Graefe, 1994

� Frequency/intensity of use
� Level of place attachment
� Level of place dependence
� Degree of place identity

Rail-trail
(Iowa,
Florida, &
California)

Interviews;
Likert-scaled
statement on
meanings and
statement

Fly & Tarrant,
1996

� The types of community attachment may be
influenced by land ownership patterns

Southern
Appalachia

Place
attachment scale

Mowen &
Williams,
1996

� The relationships of place attachment and
activities

� Trip expenditures
� Trip benefits/meanings

Mount Rogers
National
Recreation
Area

Survey

Freye &
Virden, 1998

� The general importance of the natural settings
� The examination of how personal and cultural

experiences can lead to attachments to natural
environment

Navajo
Reservation,
New Mexico

Interview
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3. Place values.  Several studies measured the values associated with or assigned to a

given place or an ecosystem.  Place values are often linked to management.  For

example, Grumbine (1994) argues that “Ecosystem management is an early stage

in a fundamental reframing of how humans value nature” (p. 34).  Results of these

studies usually suggest one or more value shifts among resource managers,

academic professionals, and users (both residents and visitors). A summary of

these studies is presented in Table 3.

Table 3.  Research in Place Values

Study Areas of Inquiry Settings Methods
Schroeder,
1991

� Preferences & meanings of a arboretum Arboretum
landscape

N/A

Brandenburg
& Carroll,
1995

� The geographic relationship to an area
� The personal interaction with a landscape
� The exclusiveness of economic dependence on

the resource
� People’s preferences, values, and beliefs related

to national forest land use

A river
drainage area
in a national
forest,
Washington

In-depth
interviews;
Qualitative
analysis

Schroeder,
1996

� Values associated with the “special places” Black River,
Michigan

N/A

Ballinger &
Manning,
1997

� The values assigned by local residents
� The types of places in the park that are

important to the local character and the values
assigned to such places by local residents

Acadia
National Park,
Maine

Interviews on
open-ended
questions;
Preference
rating

Bengston &
Xu, 1995

Four values associated with national forest:
� Economic/utilitarian
� Life support
� Aesthetic
� Moral/Spiritual

National
forests

Content analysis

Crawford,
1998

The relationships between environmental values and
individual votes
� Anthropocentric reformism
� Environmental ethics
� Radical ecophilosophy

Missouri N/A
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4. Place dependence: The willingness or ability to substitute a given place with

another has been used in describing the intensity of place attachment.  Some

researchers were interested in how much people are willing to recreate in the

willingness of people to switch to another setting if the ideal setting was closed or

access were denied (Cooksey et al., 1982; Henderson & King, 1999).  Summary

of these studies are compiled in Table 4.

Table 4.  Research in Place Dependence

Study Areas of Focus Settings Methods
Cooksey et al.,
1982

� Psychological attributes over ten environments N/A Survey

Williams et
al., 1992

� Previous use of wilderness, study site, and
substitutability

� Willingness to substitute the visit

Wilderness
areas (3 in
Montana, 1 in
Georgia)

Likert-scaled
statement on
wilderness
meanings &
attachment

Moore &
Graefe, 1994

� Frequency/intensity of use
� Level of place attachment
� Level of place dependence
� Degree of place identity

Rail-trail
(Iowa,
Florida, &
California)

Interviews;
Survey;

Henderson &
King, 1999

� The substitute place for the youth center
� The substitute activity for going to the youth

center

Teen centers
in
southeastern
U.S. cities

Case study
Multi-purpose
approach

The Challenges of Interpretation at Memorial Sites

Interpretation research has highlighted the unique challenges and opportunities

associated with interpreting natural and cultural resources, like those at the NCP—

Central, that reflect diverse meanings such as war and peace, freedom and slavery, and

commemorate national leaders and common heroes (Martinez, 1988; Machlis, 1992;

Bennett, 1998).  The war/peace memorials have a greater responsibility than other types

of sites to interpret multiple perspectives of park resources.  Martinez addresses the

mostly negative emotions that visitors experience when visiting sites such as the USS

Arizona Memorial and the Little Big Horn Battlefield National Monument (formerly the

Custer Battlefield National Monument) where “history lives and the unmistakable specter
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of controversy thrives” (Martinez, 1988, p. 144).  At the USS Arizona Memorial, both

WWII veterans and Japanese visitors (and/or visitors of Japanese descent) have found the

interpretative signs offensive.  The Little Big Horn indeed reflects the dark side of the

American government’s political agenda and motives and the painful wounds inflicted

upon the society and psyche of Native Americans.  Bennett (1998) identifies the

challenge posed by the war/peace memorials, which is to “represent the human pain and

sorrow of war instead of the valor and glory of warriors and nations” (p. 8).  Machlis

(1992) reminds us that war has impacts beyond the immediate deaths of soldiers and

civilians.  Interpretive programs ought to seize the chance to discuss broader social and

environmental impacts such as increased disease, general malnutrition, destruction of

habitat, increased pollution, higher prices, and demographic change.  By discussing the

event comprehensively, interpreters can reach an audience who themselves have diverse

beliefs about the cultural politics of war and peace.

The IDP links interpretive theory and practice.  Quality interpretation requires an

effort to integrate knowledge of the resource, knowledge of the audience, and appropriate

techniques to yield desired interpretive outcomes.  Understanding visitors’ meanings of

place can increase interpreters’ knowledge of their audience and regenerate interpreters’

passion toward both the resource and the visitors.  Interpretive mangers and front-line

interpreters need a more comprehensive understanding of the meanings that visitors bring

to sites as well as the ability to apply that understanding to the development of

interpretive programs.  Interpretation at NCP—Central challenges both front-line

interpreters and interpretive supervisors to consider how to communicate diverse

meanings of war and peace, freedom and slavery, and related issues to visitors.  It also

challenges interpreters to facilitate a connection between the meanings of the resource

and the interests of the visitors.  To help interpreters achieve desired interpretive

outcomes, this study explores the meanings that visitors attach to the resources at the

triangle region of NCP—Central.
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Chapter Three

Methods

Objectives

The study employed an exploratory approach that seeks to identify and examine

the meanings that visitors attach to three sites at the National Capital Parks—Central.

They study also examine the increase and expand of connections that visitors made after

attending an on-site ranger-led interpretive program.  Study objectives include:

1. To identify the meanings visitors attach to three NCP—Central sites: the Lincoln

Memorial, the Korean War Veterans Memorial, and the Vietnam Veterans

Memorial.  (These sites constitute an area known as “the Triangle.”)

2. To identify visitor interests regarding interpretive programs and quality on-site

experiences.

3. To identify the type of connections between the meanings of the resource and the

interests of the visitor that occurs among participants who have attended

interpretive programs.

As indicated above, the concept of connections is defined in the IDP Module 101

as “linkages” or “relationships.”  These connections are ” broad based and accessible

both intellectually and emotionally“ (Larsen, 1997; NPS, 2000; NPS, 1997).  The NPS

likens a connection as a linkage that visitors forge with the resources when they “develop

an active stewardship ethic” (NPS, 2000).

Study Design

The study incorporated mixed method design, including: purposeful sampling for

visitor/interview participants (Patton, 1987; Miles & Huberman, 1994), and interpreter

selection, quasi-experimental pre-test/post-test design (Wiersma, 1995), focus group

interviews (Krueger, 1994), and both quantitative and qualitative data analysis (Weber,

1990; Krueger, 1994; Miles & Huberman, 1994; Henerson, Morris, & Fitz-Gibbon,

1978).  The study used both qualitative and quantitative methods and data analysis

procedures to understand the meanings people attach to resources, places, events, and

ideas at three NCP—Central sites.  A total of 182 visitors participated in 21 focus group
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interviews over six days of on-site interviews.  Interviews were held on a consecutive

Thursday, Friday, and Saturday in July 1998 (July 17-19) and during a consecutive

Thursday, Friday, and Saturday in August 1998 (August 7-9).  Interviews were conducted

in the morning, afternoon, and evening to ensure that the sampling pool contained the

widest possible range of visitor types.

The researchers chose to employ a pre-test/post-test design to examine the

meanings that visitor attach to site resources and the connections that they made via

interpretive programs.  Some visitors who participated in the focus group interviews

attended regularly scheduled interpretive programs while others did not.  Focus groups

conducted prior to visitor exposure to an on-site interpretive program sought to elicit

information on (1) the meanings visitors attach to NCP—Central resources, and (2) the

interest visitors have toward park resources and on-site interpretive programming.  Focus

groups conducted after visitor exposure to an on-site interpretive program sought to elicit

information regarding (1) and (2) above, as well as (3) the connections visitors made

between tangible resources, and intangible meanings, and universal concepts through the

facilitation of ranger-led interpretive programs.

Six interpretive rangers assisted in the research process by interpreting park

resources and history during nine scheduled presentations, explaining study goals to

visitors, and recruiting interview participants.  Five supervisory managers procured door

prizes such as White House tickets, Holocaust Museum tickets, Washington Monument

tickets, and Eastern National Park Bookstore gift certificates.  They also provided the use

of an NPS golf cart to researchers for on-site transportation.  The park maintenance staff

set up an outdoor canopy tent and tables and chairs by the reflecting pool in front of the

Lincoln Memorial.  Park maintenance staff also provided ice and electrical hook-ups.

With the help from the maintenance staff, researchers were able to provide “icy-cold”

refreshments and a shady place to sit down during the interviews, which proved to be two

key enticements to recruit park visitors during hot summer days.

Site Selection

Study sites were selected based on pre-determined selection criteria related to

location, resources, programming, and staffing.  NCP—Central was chosen due to its
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close proximity to the Stephen T. Mather Training Center and West Virginia University.

NCP-Central contains a diversity of park resources and a wide range of potential visitor

meanings (Map 1).  The site has an active interpretive program and far exceeded the

minimum selection requirement of four permanent interpreters on staff.  Park rangers

present several interpretive programs and talks throughout the day.  They provide 10 to

30 minute interpretive talks on-site year round.  During the summer months, they provide

two-hour walking tours that focus on the history of the National Mall and other related

themes (NPS, 1998a).

Map 1.  The Lincoln Memorial and Related Area
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The three study sites at NCP—Central, including the Lincoln Memorial, the

Vietnam Veterans Memorial, and the Korean War Veterans Memorial, represent diverse

meanings to visitors (Map 2).

Map 2.  The Triangle

The Lincoln Memorial is located at one end of the National Mall and is the center

of the “Triangle.” The memorial is a tribute to President Lincoln and the nation he fought

to preserve during the Civil War (1861-1865) (NPS, 1998b).  Lincoln's leadership

contributed to the final victory of the Union and the abolishment of slavery in the United

States.  The design and the components of the Lincoln Memorial make the memorial a

tribute to the Union as much as a tribute to Lincoln himself (NPS, 1998b).  Two of

Lincoln’s most important speeches are carved on the interior walls—the Gettysburg

Address and the Second Inaugural Address.  These texts help define the essential

principles upon which this nation was founded.  The plaza and the path along with the

reflection pool in front of the Lincoln Memorial have another significance to the nation—

the place of protest.  Social movements have used the triangle and reflecting pool as a

meeting ground to discuss issues such as race, civil rights, war and peace, and AIDS.
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The Vietnam Veterans Memorial is the most visited NPS site in Washington, DC

(NPS, 1998c).  The Vietnam Veterans Memorial serves as a testament to the sacrifice of

American military personnel during one of the nation’s least popular wars.  A journalist

from the New York Times described the memorial as “a hallowed site of a spiritual

dimension that transforms it into something like a sacred shrine, where pilgrims come

and devotions are paid” (Niebuhr, 1994, November 11th).  Palmer (1998) describes it as a

sacred and silent ritual place of healing.  Memories of the Vietnam War and the image of

the black granite wall live vividly in the minds of Americans.

The Korean War Veterans Memorial is dedicated to all those who served during

The Korean War (1950-1954), the first major conflict during the Cold War.  For the

families and friends of the men and women who never returned, the Korean War is never

a “forgotten war.” The returning veterans were the first American veterans not to receive

a heroes' welcome in recognition of their hardships and their fight for freedom (NPS,

1998a).  Being one of the newest memorials in the National Mall (dedicated in 1995), the

memorial draws visitors who want to learn about the less-popular Korean War history

and commemorate those who served.

Focus Group Interviews

The study used focus group interviews to elicit and record visitor responses.

Krueger (1994) identified six characteristics related to focus group interviews: “people,

assembled in a series of groups, [who] possess certain characteristics, provide data, of a

qualitative nature, and in a focused discussion” (p.  16).  He also asserts that “focus

groups are valid if they are used carefully for a problem that is suitable for focus group

inquiry” (p. 31).  One of the many strengths of focus group interviews is collecting data

in a more natural setting.  Focus group interviews are especially suited to collect

empirical material such as personal experiences, introspections, life stories, group

interactions, and specific meanings in individuals’ lives.

The in-depth interview moderator was Dr. Theresa L. Wang and the researcher

participated as the assistant moderator.  The study recorded participant responses to open-

ended questions.  Sample interview questions include from the following:

� What drew you to the site today?
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� What do these sites teach us?

� When you look at the statue of Lincoln, what thoughts go through in your mind?

� What would you tell the younger generations about this place?

� When you are here, do you have a sense of interacting with history?

� Is it different learning history here compared to the school classroom? If so, in

what way?

� If you were a ranger, what would you tell your audience?

� (For groups that had attended a ranger-led program, participants were asked one

additional question.) Did the ranger’s talk help you think about this place in a new

way?

Sometimes researchers probed for more responses.  Babbie (1995) explains that

probes are frequently used in eliciting responses to open-ended questions.  For example,

in response to a question about “What do these sites teach us?”, the participant might

simply reply, “Freedom” or “War sucks.” Researchers used probes such as “In what

ways?” or sometimes they were just silent, waiting for more responses.  Among the 21

focus group interviews, all were conducted in English except one was conducted in

Chinese and later translated into English.  Focus group interviews were tape recorded and

transcribed verbatim.  Following each focus group interview, participants were asked to

fill out a one-page demographic survey and answer four questions on the purpose of their

trip, the number of previous visits to the site, the number of interpretive talks attended,

and the length of their stay on site.

Data Analysis

The analysis of interview transcripts was accomplished by a process which

combined (1) hand coding the data, (2) sorting the data into related categories, (3)

analyzing categories to identify recurring patterns and themes, (4) clustering and

specifying the range of visitor meanings, interests, and connections, (5) making contrasts

and comparisons, (6) subsuming particulars into generals when appropriate to do so, and

(7) ensuring conceptual coherence (Weber, 1990; Miles & Huberman, 1994).  In addition
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to hand coding and sorting the data, researchers also conducted a computerized keyword

frequency analysis.

Weber (1990) suggests that “the most frequently appearing words reflect

[participants’] greatest concerns” (p. 51).  One potential outcome of this finding is that

researchers may examine participants’ top 10 most frequently used words to identify the

similarity and differences of prioritized concepts among the participant groups (p. 51).

By calculating frequently repeated words in the data, researchers were able to identify the

greatest concerns and the special interests of the participants (Weber, 1990; Krueger,

1994).  Researchers used a word processing software to generate the Keyword Frequency

Lists.  Researchers identified a list of key concepts and omitted uninteresting words such

as a and the, forms of the verb to be, and subjects such as I and we.  To capture the

essential meanings being expressed, the researchers also combined the

verb/noun/adjective forms of words such as appreciate (d), appreciation, and

appreciative as well as the single and plural of nouns such as meaning and meanings.

The study design aimed to identify the meanings visitors attach to three NCP sites

and to examine intellectual and emotional connections that visitors made through

interpretive programs.  Previous interpretive research has not focused on the importance

of interpreters’ knowledge of the audience and has not measured the extent of visitor

intellectual and emotional connections to the meanings of the resources.  The methods

used in this study allowed the researcher to examine these two critical areas if scholarly

inquiry.

Research Limitations

The nature of the qualitative approach makes the identification and measurement

of a facilitated “connection” a challenge to the researchers.  First of all, existing literature

in psychology, communication, education, and interpretation have very limited relevant

sources.  Some studies vaguely describe the phenomenon of a “connection.”  However,

they do not clearly define the range, the depth, and the length of a connection with a

place or resource once it is made.  This lack of understanding hinders the success of

promoting resource stewardship through a facilitated process of interpretation.  Secondly,

labeling typed of connection is difficult and inconclusive.  The IDP requires the



24

interpreter to facilitate both emotional and intellectual connections.  Sometimes, a

person’s emotional connection is based on a comprehensive understanding of the

resource.  Without a lot of “information,” this person may feel “disconnected.”  At the

same time, for those who just need very little information to gain an emotional

connection, they may become bored with an overemphasis on facts, narrative or

chronology.  A normative approach to understanding the process of facilitating

connections may be able to solve this dilemma.  A normative approach could help

interpreters better understand how many intellectual and emotional “hooks” are enough

to facilitate a quality interpretive experience.  The following are other limitations on this

research:

� The interview location had both advantages and disadvantages.  Being so

close to the Triangle, the researchers were more likely to recruit park visitors

to participate in the interviews.  During the interview process, participants can

actually see the Lincoln Memorial in front of them which helped them

described their meanings, values, and experiences.  The disadvantage of the

location is that it is on a high-traffic commercial aircraft route.

Approximately every five minutes, there was a take-off or landing.  The loud

noise made it hard for the group to listen and the tape recorder to record the

dialogue.

� The nature of a focus group interview makes it hard to cross-tabulate and

compare visitor meanings by different demographic variables.  The group

dialogue was taped and transcribed as a group.  Many times participants

talked at once.  Even though a background information sheet did record

participant demographics such as gender, age, geographic region, numbers of

visit on site, etc., the study did not incorporate additional techniques to

determine who said what in a ten-page long transcript.  However, the

researchers tried to use the observation method to meet this challenge.  The

strength of the focus group method is also the disadvantage of the method.
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� The hand-coding content analysis method is extremely time-consuming.  It

has a high face validity, but credibility may suffer if researchers overstate

their results.
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Chapter Four

Results

Participant Demographics

During six days in the summer of 1998 (three days in July and three days in

August), researchers interviewed a total of 182 visitors.  Visitors were divided into 21

focus groups—12 groups had not attended an interpretive program, whereas nine groups

had attended an interpretive program.  The gender distribution of participants was about

equal with 53 percent female and 47 percent male visitors.  The participants were from

diverse geographic regions, 13 percent were from Washington, DC, Virginia, and

Maryland; 60 percent were from states east of the Mississippi River; 15 percent were

from the states west of the Mississippi River; and 12 percent were international visitors

(Figure 1).  Interviewees represent a wide range of age groups (Figure 2).  The majority

of visitors were in the 26—40 year old age range (30%) and the 41—55 year old age

range (25%).  The researchers were also able to interview a number of visitors under age

13 (14%).  Almost forty-four percent of the interviewees were first-time visitors to the

site, although 17% of the interviewees had visited NCP—Central five or more times

(Figure 3).  Through observation, the participants represent diverse backgrounds

including African (4%), Hispanic (2%), Asian (4%), and Anglo (90%) descent (Figure 4).
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Figure 1.  NCP—Central Visitor Focus Group Interview Participants Geographic Region

Figure 2.  NCP—Central Visitor Focus Group Interview Participants Age Range
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Figure 3.  NCP—Central Visitor Focus Group Interview Participants’ Number of Visits

to Site

Figure 4.  NCP—Central Visitor Focus Group Interview Participants Ethnic Background
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A comparison of the demographics of this study’s sample population with a

visitor study done by Littlejohn and Hoffman (1999) that was also conducted during the

summer of 1998 at NCP—Central at a similar study area.  The Littlejohn and Hoffman

study covered three additional sites including the Washington Monument, Franklin D.

Roosevelt Memorial, and Jefferson Memorial.  Our results suggest that the participant

demographics were very similar between the two studies—even though Littlejohn and

Hoffman surveyed a total of 2,720 visitors.  The similarity in participant demographics

suggested that the present study obtained a fairly representative cross-section of on-site

visitors.

To be more specific, visitors from the United States represented 30 states and the

District of Columbia (DC) in this study.  Almost seventy-six percent of the total visitors

came from states other than those surrounding the studying site (Virginia, Maryland, and

DC).  Only one percent of the total visitors were DC residents.  Sixty percent of visitors

were from the states east of Mississippi River and 17% of visitors came from states west

of the Mississippi River.  Littlejohn and Hoffman found more than 62% of the visitors

were from Mississippi east and more than 23% of the visitors came from Mississippi

West.

In this study, international visitors (N=24) comprised a total of 12% of the

interviewees.  International visitors were from England (N=7), Canada (N=4), Israel

(N=3) and Mexico (N=3), China (N=2), France (N=2), Nigeria (N=2), and Germany

(N=1).  Littlejohn and Hoffman found that a total of 7% of their sample were comprised

of international visitors (N=207) who came from Germany (14%), England (9%), India

(5%) and other countries (72%).  Both studies found the same results in terms of where

visitors live: the majority of the visitors came from states east of the Mississippi River,

then Mississippi west visitors, then the three surrounding states, and then international

visitors.

The age group of the majority of interviewees approximately matches the

Littlejohn and Hoffman study.  In our sample, 55% of interviewees were between the

ages of 26-55.  Littlejohn and Hoffman found that participant age groups were

concentrated in two areas, 41% for the 31-50 year old age range and 28% for the 15 or

younger year old age range.
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In this study, forty-four percent of interviewees were first-time visitors compared

with 56% first-time visitors in the Littlejohn and Hoffman study.  Seventeen percent of

the interviewees had made five or more trips to the Triangle in the past compared with

8% of the visitors in the Littlejohn and Hoffman study.  One notable difference between

the two study populations is that the present study included more participants who had

visited the site five or more times (17%) compared to Littlejohn & Hoffman who found

that 8% of their sample had visited the site five or more times.   Similarly, 44% of

participants in the present study were first-time visitors to the site, compared to 56% first-

time visitors in the Littlejohn & Hoffman study.   Although the relative proportions still

hold, these differences suggest that repeat visitors may have been more inclined to

participate in an on-site focus group interview, and first-time visitors may have been less

inclined to do so.   However, the close demographic correlation between the two studies

across all information categories suggests that the present study obtained a fairly

representative sample of on-site visitors.

Besides the fact that the Littlejohn and Hoffman study did not have information

on visitor ethnic background and gender, the similarity in participant demographics

suggests that a fairly representative cross-section of on-site visitors was obtained in the

present study in terms of geographic origin, age ranges, and number of site visits.

Word Frequencies

Some words or phrases were mentioned frequently by visitors because the words

represent place names or help visitors orient themselves to a site.  Other frequently

mentioned words may reflect visitors’ greatest concerns or interests (Weber, 1990).

Some concepts may be deemed by participants to be of considerable importance, yet a

specific word or phrase associated with that concept may occur with minimal frequency.

This is often the case when key concepts can be expressed or interpreted in multiple

ways.

The results of the keywords and concepts frequency analysis (Table 5) suggest

that war (N=281) is at the center of the meanings that visitors attach to the sites, although

the frequency of visitor’s use of the term “war” stems in part from its inclusion in the

names of two of the three sites at the Triangle (i.e.  Korean Veterans Memorial, Vietnam
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Veterans Memorial).  Topics related to Lincoln (N=240) were also frequently mentioned.

Memorial (N=222) and History (N=183) were the third and forth most common word

used during the interviews.  Story (N=182) as it relates to the people, events and

buildings, interested most visitors; and story-telling was expressed as the most preferred

way to gain understanding and insight into the park’s heritage resources.  Visitors also

viewed the resources as symbols of the country (N=138) of the United States of America.

Park rangers (N=117) play an important role in providing quality visitor experiences and

the word ranger was frequently mentioned.  Other frequently appearing words such as

interest (N=116), learn (N=94), monument (N=91), Washington (N=82), teach (N=70),

American (N=65), freedom (N=43), symbol (N=35), and emotion (N=34) also suggest

that visitors bring a range of preestablished emotional and symbolic meanings to the

sites: visitors sense that these sites represent the nation’s ideals and identity, the past and

the hoped for future.  Visitors consider the ideas of learning (N=94) and teaching (N=70)

history and current issues to be a meaningful part of their visit to these memorials and

monuments.  Even so, many visitors emphasized that the learning experience in the

Triangle was different than the usual history education held in school classrooms.  With

regards to frequency and extensiveness, some words were less frequently mentioned than

might have been expected.  These words are patriotism (N=8), democracy (N=5), and

identity (N=1).  Many visitors, however, did experience a sense of patriotism after

exploring memorials and monuments.  These visitors might refer to Washington, DC as

the “most important city in the world” or express their view that “everyone has to come

here at least once in their lifetime” as a way to express their passion and patriotism.  Or,

visitors may have expressed a sense of gratitude for the patriotism and sacrifice of those

who served.

The fact that some words appeared less frequently than expected does not suggest

the absence of these concepts or even a diminished sense of their importance among

participants.  Rather, a key concept may have been alluded to or implied through the use

of other words or phrases (Weber, 1990).  For instance, democracy was only referred to

five times and stewardship was never mentioned during all of the focus group interviews.

However, when participants mentioned “freedom,” they often reiterated that “freedom is
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not free,” which implies some level of “democratic participation or civic action” as

essential to establishing and maintaining freedom.

The frequency analysis revealed the intensity and diversity of the emotional and

intellectual bonds visitors made while visiting the Triangle.  Many participants expressed

their desire to “know more” about Lincoln or the Korean War, which they may have

overlooked in the past.  They told the researchers that they wanted to keep “coming

back.” Some visitors also showed an intention to discover the current management

challenges the memorials face.  If the stewardship of park resources can be defined as

care about park resources so that one comes to care for park resources, then even though

participants never mentioned the word “stewardship” directly during the interview, a

form of stewardship did emerge through attending the interpretive programs at NCP—

Central.  Since resources at the triangle represent many of the ideals upon which the

nation was founded “stewardship” on this context may be equated with civic engagement

and participation in our democratic society.



Rank Keyword  Total Rank Keyword Total Rank Keyword Total
1 War 175 1 Lincoln 132 1 War 281
2 Memorial 131 2 War 106 2 Lincoln 240
3 Lincoln 108 3 Story 99 3 Memorial 222
4 History 89 4 History 94 4 History 183
5 Story 83 5 Memorial 91 5 Story 182
6 Country 82 6 Country 56 6 Country 138
7 Ranger 68 7 Interest 51 7 Ranger 117
8 learn 67 8 Ranger 49 8 Interest 116
9 Interest 65 9 Washington 41 9 learn 94
10 Monument 60 10 Lincoln Memorial 37 10 Monument 91
11 Teach 43 11 Washington, D.C. 36 11 Washington 82
12 Washington 41 12 children 35 12 Lincoln Memorial 70
13 Remember 37 13 Monument 31 12 Teach 70
14 American 35 14 American 30 14 Washington, D.C. 66
14 Aware 35 14 Civil War 30 15 American 65
16 Lincoln Memorial 33 16 learn 27 16 Civil War 60
16 Meaning 32 16 Teach 27 16 Remember 60
18 Civil War 30 18 Remember 23 18 Children 54
18 Connection 30 19 Freedom 21 19 Meaning 46
18 Important 30 19 The Mall 21 20 Important 44
18 Washington, D.C. 30 21 World 19 21 Freedom 43
22 F.D. Roosevelt 26 22 Symbol 17 22 Korean War 40
22 Veteran 26 23 Korean War 16 23 The Mall 39
24 Experience 25 23 President 16 24 Aware 36
25 Korean War 24 23 Serve 16 24 Vietnam War 36
26 Emotionnal 23 26 Important 14 26 Serve 35
27 Freedom 22 26 Jefferson 14 26 Symbol 35
27 Jefferson Memorial 22 26 Meaning 14 28 Emotionnal 34
27 Vietnam War 22 26 Vietnam War 14 28 Experience 34
30 Children 19 30 Language 13 28 President 34
30 Serve 19 31 Interaction 12 31 Connection 33
32 President 18 31 Slavery 12 32 F.D.Roosevelt 32
32 Symbol 18 33 Emotional 11 33 Veteran 31
32 The Mall 18 34 Conflict 9 34 World 30
35 The Capitol 17 34 Experience 9 35 Jefferson 27
36 home 16 34 Government 9 36 Jefferson Memorial 25
37 Washington Monument 15 34 Washington Monument 9 37 Washington Monument 24
38 Conflict 13 38 city 8 38 Conflict 22
38 generation 13 38 Generation 8 39 generation 21
38 Jefferson 13 40 powerful 7 40 The Capitol 20
41 Martin Luther King, Jr. 12 40 Sacrifice 7 41 Home 18
41 Pride 12 40 unity 7 42 Government 17
43 Union 11 43 F.D. Roosevelt 6 42 Slavery 17
43 World 11 43 Speech 6 44 Language 16
45 Speech 10 46 Appreciatation 5 44 Speech 16
46 Government 8 46 Veteran 5 46 Interaction 15
47 unity 7 49 Architecture 4 47 Pride 14
48 commemorate 6 49 Democracy 4 47 unity 14
48 Honor 6 49 Icon 4 49 city 13
48 International 6 49 Peace 4 50 Martin Luther King, Jr. 12
51 Appreciate 5 51 Come Alive 3 50 Union 12
51 city 5 51 Connection 3 52 Sacrifice 11
51 Forrest Gump 5 51 Education 3 53 Appreciate 10
51 Patriotism 5 51 Jefferson Memorial 3 53 Powerful 10
51 Peace 5 51 Patriotism 3 55 Peace 9
51 Slavery 5 51 The Capitol 3 56 Honor 8
57 Culture 4 57 Civil right 2 57 Patriotism 8
57 Sacrifice 4 57 home 2 58 International 7
59 Come Alive 3 57 Honor 2 59 Come Alive 6
59 Education 3 57 Pride 2 59 commemorate 6
59 Interaction 3 61 aware 1 59 Education 6
59 Language 3 61 community 1 59 Forrest Gump 6
59 Powerful 3 61 Culture 1 62 Architecture 5
64 Civil right 2 61 Forrest Gump 1 62 Culture 5
64 community 2 61 Identity 1 62 Democracy 5
64 Future 2 61 International 1 62 Icon 5
64 protests 2 61 Preservation 1 67 Civil right 4
68 Architecture 1 61 Union 1 68 community 3
68 Democracy 1 69 commemorate 0 69 Future 2
68 Icon 1 69 demonstrations 0 69 protests 2
68 Relevance 1 69 Future 0 71 Identity 1
72 demonstrations 0 69 Martin Luther King, Jr. 0 71 Preservation 1
72 Identity 0 69 Politics 0 71 Relevance 1
72 Politics 0 69 protests 0 74 demonstrations 0
72 Preservation 0 69 relevant 0 74 Politics 0

Total  1827 Total  1370 Total  3197

Pre 1-12  Post 1-9 Pre & Post

Table 5. Keyword Frequencies 
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A Summary of Participant Responses to the Interview Questions

The researcher summarized participant responses to each of the eight questions

(seven for the pre-groups and eight for the post groups) asked during the focus group

interview.  Hand-coding was used to analyze participant responses.

Question 1: “What drew to the site today?”

Summary of Participant Responses:

Both pre and post participants described a variety of reasons regarding why they

chose to visit Washington, DC and the Triangle.  These motivations include: the love of

and interest in history, an admiration for President Lincoln, companionship with family

or other social groups, a sense of personal connection with the Vietnam or Korean War

and the Memorials, a desire to “show” these places to out-of-town or international guests,

being in the vicinity, a desire to observe the hub of the democratic system and

government agencies, and the desire to see the “landmarks” or the ”must visit” places in

Washington, DC—especially for international visitors.  Some of the young participants,

especially children, voiced their affection toward President Lincoln directly.  Ss one child

said, “Because I want to see Mr. Lincoln” (Pre 7, p. 1).  Whole families visited

Washington, DC to provide children with these significant experiences.  There was one

significant difference among the pre and post groups.  Compared with the pre groups, the

post program participants were more likely to use the exact “place names” and “historic

character names” when explaining what drew them to the site.

Question 2: “What do these sites teach us?”

Summary of Participant Responses:

Both pre and post participants were able to address a range of “universal

concepts” when responding to “What do these sites teach us?”  These key concepts

include: a sense of connection to the past, a connection with national history, pride,

liberty, sacrifice, unity, the heritage of democratic freedom, the issue of war and peace,

and “a sense of what this country is about” (Woman, Pre 11, p. 3).  Several post program

participants mentioned additional meanings such as: awareness of “the dark period” in

the U.S. history (Woman, Post 6, p. 3).  These post group participants were more likely to
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refer to their on-site experiences, refer back to the key points of the ranger program that

they had just attended, connect tangible resources with symbolic meanings, and form

personal meanings for the site resources.  For example, in response to this question, one

participant said, “The Lincoln Memorial…, he is obviously a very dynamic person.  He

went through very tough times in the nation’s history.  I just wanted to be there and read

the Gettysburg Address and the Second Inaugural Address.  You do get a special feeling,

especially listening to the ranger’s talk.  He is very good, very passionate” (Man, Post 8,

p. 2).  The story of what Lincoln went through personally and how he led people through

difficult times in the nation’s history were two of the main points in the interpretive

programs delivered at the Lincoln Memorial.  The ranger used Lincoln’s two addresses to

help visitors connect with the meanings of President Lincoln’s life and the Lincoln

Memorial (Figure 5).

Figure 5.  A Ranger Linking a Tangible Resource with its Intangible Meanings at the

Lincoln Memorial

Question 3: “When you look at the statue of Lincoln, what thoughts go through in your

mind?”

Summary of Participant Responses:

Participants had similar responses toward the third question were similar to their

responses to the second question.  Sometimes, participants would only say one word (e.g.

“Freedom” or “History”) in response to question two about what the Triangle teaches

people.  The researchers asked the third question to draw out additional meanings

attached to the Lincoln Memorial.  Again, the post groups seem to “recall” or “shadow”



36

(Ham, 1992) the story or topics presented in the interpretive program to respond to this

question.

Question 4: “What would you tell the younger generations about this place?”

Summary of Participant Responses:

Both the pre and post participants responded that they enjoy telling the younger

generations about the Triangle.  They likened the experience to telling stories or

performing oral history.  They saw it as a great opportunity to orally “pass on experiences

and information [from] person to person” (Woman, Pre 2, p. 5).  Participants identified

several topics that they felt were worth passing on to younger generations: U.S. history,

the story of President Lincoln, the symbolism of the memorials, and the role of

government in society.

Question 5: “When you are here, do you have a sense of interacting with history?”

Summary of Participant Responses:

All but one of the participants said that they did have a sense of interacting with

history at the Triangle.  A math teacher from South Dakota who hadn’t attended an

interpretive program when interviewed said that he was “disconnected” with the past and

“never particularly cared for it” (Man, Pre 10, p. 5).  He felt that he needed more

historical knowledge to be connected.  Among other positive interactions with the history

on-site, participants described various cognitive and affective on-site experiences.  The

cognitive matters include: “[it brought] back everything I learned in school” (Man, Pre

11, p. 5), “I learned about the Korean War which the history classes weren’t able to

cover” (Man, Pre 6, p. 6), and “I realized the size of the memorials and the

importance/meanings behind it” (Woman, Post 6, p. 5).  Descriptions of affective

processes included such comments as: “Coming here is like having a tactile sensation of

enjoying history” (Man, Pre 2, p. 8), “I cry every time I came to the Vietnam Memorial.

I can’t help it” (Man, Pre 5, p. 2), or simply “When I saw all these things down here, and

I am like ‘Oh, my God!’” (Woman, Pre 9, p. 3).
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Question 6: “Is it different learning history here compared to the school classroom?  If

so, in what way?”

Summary of Participant Responses:

Both pre and post group participants agreed that it was very different learning

history on site compared with learning the same material in school classrooms.  Many of

the school-aged participants highlighted that the whole experience was “interesting,”

“fun,” and being physically there helped them remember more at the Triangle.

Participants explained how past knowledge was recalled, new identities, meanings, and

images were captured, and everything was transformed and stored in their minds in the

form of visual memories.  These memories usually last a lifetime, and sometimes even

cross generations.  The whole process can be illustrated by the following responses.  First

of all, participants recalled the past knowledge as this child said, “Everything that you

learn and everything that you know comes together here” (Child, Pre 6, p. 10).  Secondly

participants captured new identities, meanings, and images when seeing the memorials in

front of them as this child said, “In school, there are the textbooks.  There is no

connection. …  By coming here, you can actually make a connection of Lincoln and to

the monument here” (Child, Pre 7, p. 8).  Thirdly participants transformed and stored

these messages to visual memories as this child mentioned, “You can really have a visual

memory, more than just memorizing” (Child, Post 5, p. 5).  And finally participants said

that these memories lasted a long time as this woman lighted, “I remember being a little

girl with my parents.  And every time I read anything about him [President Lincoln] or

learned anything about him, I pictured the memorial, the statue.  Then I brought my

children back and I felt a little more in charge.  And for myself I have more

understanding of it.  It’s good to get that feeling.  You are supposed to be inspired by

something powerful and by the ideas” (Woman, Post 4, p. 12).

Question 7: “If you were a ranger, what would you tell people?”

Summary of Participant Responses:

Both pre and post group participants had a clear sense of what to include and what

not to include in a program if they were a ranger.  Many participants explained that they

would emphasize the following elements: (1) tell a story or present interesting trivia, (2)
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emphasize more the why than what, (3) present a holistic picture, (4) be inspirational and

relevant, and (5) be interactive.  The topics or key points that they would like to address

include, the strength and character of President Lincoln, freedom, unity, and sacrifice.

Participants also suggested connecting these topics with current civil, democratic, or

management issues.  Several participants highlighted the things that they would hope to

avoid if they were to give a program.  Things to avoid include: not to overwhelm people,

not to bombard the audience with numerous facts, not to be boring.

Question 8: “Did the ranger’s talk help you think about this in a new way?”

Summary of Participant Responses:

This question was asked only to those who had attended an interpretive program.

Most of the participants agreed that the interpretive program did help them form new

meanings for the Triangle.  Several participants thought that interpreters “reminded” and

“reiterated” some perspectives that they had prior to the visit.  Many of them expressed

that interpreters also engaged visitors by “sharing,” “pointing [things] out,” “making us

think a bit more huge,” and “helping to add perspective” to the meanings and values of

the memorials.  Others pointed out that programs facilitated multiple layers of meanings,

and did not just deliver one overall statement of the meanings of the resource by saying

something like “what the Lincoln Memorial really represents is…” The overall responses

to the interpretive programs were “good,” “great,” “wonderful,” ”impressive,” and

“amazing.”  Several people thought that the programs were “deep” and “complex.” A few

participants said that they were “lucky” to attend the program and that they “love to learn

more about” the subjects.

Themes

Themes are commonly used in reporting focus group interview results (Masberg,

1996; Masberg & Silverman, 1996; Galliano & Loeffler, 1999).  Krueger (1994) suggests

researchers to address a small number of themes or key points with cited quotes from the

interview.  These statements are not limited to specific questions but often tie together

themes that bridge several questions, if not the entire discussion (p. 166).  Four themes

emerged during this data analysis process.  Responding to research questions seeking to
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identify and understand visitor meanings of the resource, place attachment, values, and

perspectives, the data reveal a spectrum of meanings that visitors attach to the site, a

range of visitor interests related to interpretive programming, and the connections that

visitors made as a result of exposure to an on-site interpretive program.  These four

themes reflect: (1) a sense of spiritual connection with the ideas of the nation, (2) the

strength, character, and aspiration of Lincoln, (3) the elements of quality place experience

and interpretation, and (4) a sense of gratitude for those who served and of responsibility

to maintain participatory traditions.

Theme 1: The Triangle embodies the ideals of a nation and functions as a sacred

place.

The Lincoln Memorial and the plaza in front of the Lincoln Memorial are a

nationally recognized gathering plaza for social movements as well as a round table for

discussion regarding civic issues.  The extraordinary history associated with the Lincoln

Memorial, the Korean War Veterans Memorial, and the Vietnam Veterans Memorial

motivates people to come.  Indeed participants highlighted that the Triangle revealed

concepts including some form of community attachment, symbolic meanings, and

spiritual values.  This place presents visitors with an array of historical events, actions,

lives and places which stands witness to humans’ highest values and greatest conflicts.

Thus, a sense of holiness occurs without force.  Some visitor experiences can be

described as spiritual experiences in which visitors “relate to or [are] in touch with an

‘other’ that transcends one’s individual sense of self and gives meanings to one’s life at a

deeper than intellectual level” (Schroeder, 1990).  One participant likened these three

memorials to a “cathedral of the soul:”

What these three monuments here mean to me is the spirit that pervades

these grounds, [and this] is the spirit of sacrifice and humility, but at the

same time, greatness; because the people who died [in these conflicts], left

their mark here, and left their mark on this whole country.  The dream is

not quite finished, but it is still in the process of becoming a flower.  All

these three sites come together and they bring that [message]—without
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pain there is no gain.  I do believe that places like this are the cathedral of

the soul.  They bring out the depth of all human beings and you begin to

see what a nation is supposed to do to make all living things free (Man,

Pre 4, p. 4).

Visitors recalled compelling historic events that have taken place at these sites and

these memories evoke emotion.  As one participant explained, “You cannot go to the

capitol and not think of it—the things happening at the Lincoln Memorial—the civil

rights movements.  It is more than just a monument” (Post 7, p. 6).  Another visitor

recalled that Martin Luther King Jr. gave his famous speech ”I Have a Dream” in front of

the Lincoln Memorial and other protests of the Vietnam War occurred at this site.  For

him, the plaza is “a symbol of a great meeting place for people” (Post 7, p. 6).

Visitors also experienced emotions such as joy, sorrow, gratitude, and a sense of

pride at the Triangle as they encountered an “other” that transcended themselves.  To list

a few:

� We have been here many times and you know what?  I cry every time I come

to the Vietnam Memorial.  I can’t help it (Man, Pre 5, p. 2).

� [These place teaches us things] so we can appreciate these men [who fought

for us] and what they mean.  These monuments are overwhelming for those

who visit here for the first time (Woman, Post 7, p. 2).

� I don’t know—when I look at Lincoln, I just feel warmth inside or

something…It is very difficult to explain.  It is something that makes your

body kind of shake and say, “I am proud to be part of this country” (Woman,

Pre 5, p. 1).

Visiting the Lincoln Memorial, the Korean War Veterans Memorial, and the

Vietnam Veterans Memorial is a pilgrimage for some visitors; and they also seek

extraordinary experiences.  One woman expressed her true motivation to see the Lincoln

Memorial by saying, “I don’t care if I see anything else except the Lincoln Memorial.

I’ve always had a special place in my heart for the struggle of the Civil War and what it

all meant.  It is very special to me” (Pre 11, p. 2).  Another visitor described the image of

the civil rights movement that flashed through his mind occurs before the “imposing
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statue” of Lincoln.  He appreciated the opportunity to visit, to “take in the words” of

Lincoln, and see the “father figure” that Lincoln represents (Man, Post 9, p. 4).

These places embody human ideals.  These ideals are viewed as relevant to

people’s lives today.  Visiting the site also solidifies a sense of the value of government

and of country.  Ideals including responsibility, sacrifice, democracy, the love of this

nation, and the willingness of the American public to participate in conflicts that will

ensure that Americans have freedom emerged in the focus group interviews.  One

participant related a sense of appreciation for those who fought and a sense of unfinished

business:

I was thinking this triangle...I appreciate every man that fought in wars

and it hurts me to see [the fact] that the Lincoln Memorial reminds us of a

successful conflict that we came out of and that we’ve grown from.  But

then there is the Korean Monument where South and North Korea are still

enemies [and] they’re still fighting.  Vietnam is still under Communism.

And I think that these two [sites] remind us of the conflicts that we

attempted to resolve and they still are unresolved.  We still have battles to

fight against our enemies (Woman, Pre 4, p. 6).

The following quotes illustrate the ideals of a nation:

� I think it is not easy to maintain your independence and your freedom.  All

[the memorials] reflect a lot of suffering and dying, and [so does] President

Lincoln.  So when you come here, it is special to see what these folks have

done so that we can walk around and do what we want to do (Man, Post 7, p.

2).

� Woman 1: “We had some great men in this country, to be sure.”

      Woman 2: “But in order for Lincoln to be great, he had to have the ordinary

guys or persons to do the job.  Because without that...”

      Woman 1: “I think what it really says to me is the willingness of the American

public to participate in any conflict that will make sure that we have freedom”

(Post 3, p. 4).
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� This is an opportunity for us to show the rest of the world what our ideals are

supposed to be, and when we do something stupid, and when we show the

wrong side of ourselves, maybe people coming here will say, “Somebody

made a mistake, but this is what America really means.  This is not about the

gentleman sitting on that chair, it is about what these things tell us (Woman,

Post 4, p. 5).

Study findings support that many visitors came to the site seeking emotional

and/or spiritual experiences for themselves.  In fact, some visitors were drawn to the site

mainly because of the Lincoln Memorial.  They show a strong desire to be inspired by the

memorial: “For us, as native born Americans, the power of that memorial is the words

that are there and the incredible statue of Lincoln in the center” (Man, Post 4, p. 3).

Theme 2: Lincoln is a symbol of unity, strength, and freedom.

The Lincoln Memorial evokes the ideal of freedom and represents the unification

of the country.  The statue of Lincoln constitutes the focal point and delivers one of the

most significant themes to its visitors: “Lincoln kept the nation together” (Man, Pre 3, p.

5).  Lincoln represents the preserver of the Union.  Another visitor expressed his view

that “Lincoln so solidly represents the Union, and also the idea that the country is one”

(Man, Post 4, p. 9).  Lincoln is held as a standard of what a person would do for his or her

country, influencing the people who went through the struggle of wartime.  The strengths

of Lincoln’s character include humility, endurance, leadership, and the ability to deal

with personal suffering; these strengths challenge visitors to think about their

responsibilities as a citizen.  Two women discussed the “reminders” that Lincoln evoked

in their daily lives:

Woman 1: “All these sayings are tremendous because we have forgotten

them.  That was a long time ago.  Lincoln had tremendous [influence] and

he lived by what he said.”

Woman 2: “I always want to say, ‘How are we doing today?’” (Post 3, p.

9).
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Lincoln symbolizes the ideal and standard of what it means to be an American by

his strength of character and by serving as a president, a freedom fighter, a professional

(lawyer), a religious person (Christian), a citizen, and a father figure to guide the growth

and improvement of the nation.  Participants expressed their desire for a  “Lincoln-kind

of president” at present and in the future.  One woman explained, “Abraham Lincoln is

my favorite president.  He is very inspirational, clearly a man who had a heart” (Woman,

Post 6, p. 2).  The site reiterates the value of charismatic leadership, which participants

felt that America currently lacks, and the need to go back to those spiritual roots.  One

visitor indicates that “When you think of Lincoln, you realize that he was not just a

president, but he was a spiritual man, too.  Therefore, he saw in the decades and the

centuries“ (Man, Pre 4, p. 4).  This visitor then stated the need for American people to

return to the spiritual roots that Lincoln represents:

They [these historic characters] have a lot to teach us.  The first thing that

comes to my mind is that we have to regain our integrity.  We need to go

back to our spiritual roots and begin to understand that these things are

here (Man, Pre 4, p. 5).

A large number of visitors showed their respect to Lincoln and their appreciation

for what Lincoln has done for the nation.  This participant’s comments are typical in this

regard:

We all want this ideal that we look up to, or what we see our nation ideally

as.  And it is easy to do it with someone that’s a long-time dead, I suppose.

[Lincoln] had good ideas and I think what he wanted as an outcome, and

what he wanted for the nation was awesome.  I think he was a great leader

in that sense (Man, Post 9, p. 4).

International visitors also identified the significant role that Lincoln played in

American history.  A woman from England related the size of the Lincoln statue to the

size of what Lincoln did for this nation:

I think that the size of the statue shows you the size of what he did.

Because we don’t know all the ins and outs obviously—we have the
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English perspective.  But, the size of the statue itself...tells the size of the

things that he did for your country (Pre 11, p. 4).

Through an interpretive program, visitors could be inspired with compelling

human stories and be provoked to care for park resources.  One woman mentioned,

“[Now] I have more understanding of [Lincoln]—it is good to get that feeling.  You are

supposed to be inspired by something powerful and by the ideals” (Post 4, p.12).  One

visitor recalled his on-site experience in this way:

[Lincoln] obviously was a very dynamic person.  He went through very

tough times in the nation’s history.  I just wanted to be there and read the

Gettysburg Address and the Second Inaugural Address.  You do get a

special feeling, especially listening to the ranger�s talk (Man, Post 8, p.  2).

Another visitor revealed a range of meanings that she ascribed to the Lincoln

Memorial and that were stirred up by her on-site experience:

I think the Lincoln Memorial reminds me how important it is that we stay

united as a nation.  And how important it is that everyone is equal in our

nation.  I really admire Abraham Lincoln—his integrity and what he stood

for, that he stood by what he believed in no matter what happened.  I

really admire him for that.  That means a lot to me (Woman, Pre 4, p. 2).

Lincoln and the Lincoln Memorial also push visitors to recall the dark side of U.S.

history that slavery represents.  Two participants contemplated Lincoln’s sense that the

human toll exacted by the Civil War was, in essence, divine retribution for the sins of the

land.  By focusing on the idea of “penance,” these participants began to ask penetrating

questions about whether our penance has in fact been completed, and whether the price

for our sins has been paid in full:

Man:  “Another important point is that Lincoln believed deeply that the

Civil War was about penance.  We as Americans, both North and South,

had committed a crime by buying into slavery.  And we did not know

when the war would end-there was a sentence there-maybe it will not end

until every drop of blood is paid for with a drop of blood.  That is very
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important.  Americans tend not to want to think about the dark side.  And

what we have done is wrong.  And that is something we can have with an

historical perspective, [we can have] a new attitude.  Lincoln is very

contrasting, and maybe Americans can share that feeling, the sense that

this is our penance, and that this war is going to go on until God has

decided that we paid for it.”

Woman:  “Maybe we have not yet paid for it.”

Man:  “Exactly.”

Woman:  “So there should be a connection between now and the past.

What he is saying is that what we [think we] accomplished, perhaps we

didn’t” (Post 4, pp. 10-11).

Theme 3: Visitors have a strong sense of what constitutes a quality interpretive

program and on-site experience at the Triangle.

Participant comments revealed an awareness of the elements of quality place

experience and how interpretation significantly contributed to that experience.  Many of

them expressed a desire for quality on-site interpretive experiences.  Some participants

who had attended an interpretive program articulated the importance of tangible

experience and the use of tangible objects in interpretation.  They demonstrated a strong

desire to be provoked and find relevance among the resource.  Almost all of the

participants desired to be provoked by stories and gain a sense of connection with the

past.  Participants also show a desire to establish a personal bond with these places.  And,

they revealed the importance of opportunities for intellectual and emotional connections.

In addition, visitors especially admired interpreters’ love and passion toward site

resources.  They felt that interpreters’ special relationship with the place had led visitors

to better understand the insights of the historic and cultural elements of these places.



46

1. Tangible Experiences

Study results show that many visitors want to have a quality place experience.

Participant comments expressed a fervent desire to “experience” the Triangle.  First of

all, participants reflected on why physically “being here” contributed to such a powerful

place experience.  Physically being present in a significant place, moving through the

site, viewing it from different angles, and immersing oneself in the richness of sensory

experience can add to visitor enjoyment.  One man suggested that on-site experience

transforms head-knowledge into something physical, something personal, something that

activates one’s emotions:

That is why I wanted to come here, because I am fascinated with

American history in particular.  I can’t imagine a better placed to

come…I’ve read about it.  I’ve learned about it.  I’ve taken exams on it.

But this actually makes it physical and makes it personal.  I’ve seen

pictures of it, but there’s nothing like walking through the Smithsonian

and seeing how black people were treated at the turn of the century and

how the whole civil rights movement has evolved.  That’s very emotional

(Man, Post 9, p. 9).

Secondly, many visitors fully enjoyed places where objects can be seen, touched,

and felt—these objects enriched on-site experience and sometimes led to expanded

appreciation.  Tangible experience has the power to bring home the reality of the people,

events and ideas being commemorated.  A history teacher from Illinois said, “The first

thing I thought about when we were walking down here is, I just remember seeing on TV

the old black and white video [clip] of Martin Luther King.  So it’s very meaningful”

(Woman, Pre 1, p. 7).  Thirdly, some participants were able to recall their initial

perspectives when they were first exposed to symbolic meanings of the Triangle,

expanding on these initial perspectives by attaching new meanings to the resource.  Other

participants were less likely to make these mental transitions or connections.  Many post

program participants recalled how interpretation connected the tangible objects with their

meanings and perspectives.  And sometimes, that experience led to new meanings,

values, and identities.  One participant prized the chance to listen to a ranger who “made
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us think a little bit more huge, instead of just about the ‘statue guy’ up there” (Man, Post

1, p. 5).

2. Universal Concepts and Symbols

At the Triangle, tangible objects like the flag, the Vietnam Wall, the statue of

Lincoln, and the statues of combat soldiers are catalysts that provoke visitors to think

about universal concepts like “freedom” or “sacrifice” and thus enrich their on-site

experience.  As mentioned before, a universal concept, defined by the National Park

Service, is any intangible meaning (e.g., idea, concept, system, process) that is relevant to

almost everyone but that does not mean the same thing to any two people (NPS, 2000).

Universal concepts can be any broadly relevant concept including family, love, death,

justice and health.  They can be applied to human relationships, cultural resources or the

natural environment.  Symbolic as those statues or landscapes may be, some people still

cannot make the connection by just from cruising though the memorials.  Because they

had not attended an interpretive program before being interviewed, one group expressed

with their frustration of not understanding the meanings associated with the etched

granite wall at the Korean War Veteran Memorial:

Man 2: “I didn’t realize until you [the moderator] said that those pictures

are factual.  That puts a different light on it.”

Woman 1: “Yeah, because I would have taken much more time looking at

it.”

Woman 2: “When we came here, we didn’t see the [faces of actual

military and supply personnel and Korean citizens and the landscape that

were etched on the wall]”.

Man 1: “No, we didn’t know that.”

Woman 1: “That is why they need some indication somewhere” (Pre 5, p.

7).

It is useful to compare this pre-group’s reaction with another group whose members had

attended an interpreter-led program.  These participants were thankful that they could

better understand the resource:
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Man: “I didn’t pay attention when I was there in front of the etching on the

wall.  So when the ranger took us through the sequence of the different

services, the summer, the winter… When I first walked down and looked

at it, I just saw people.  I didn’t really understand what the method was on

that wall till the ranger explained it.”

Woman: “When I first got over there… there wasn’t anything.  Had I not

been lucky enough to be there [during the interpretive program], I

probably would’ve walked away with a lot of questions in my mind” (Post

3, p. 8).

3. Intellectual and Emotional Connections

These participant comments demonstrate that interpretation at the Triangle

enriched the on-site experience by facilitating the perspectives of the visitor and the

symbolic meanings of the resource.  This facilitation process allows visitors effortlessly

draw upon their past perspectives and establish new personal meanings of the place.  One

participant highlighted her emotional connection with the Korean Memorial during the

interpretive program that she had just attended: “... particularly when the ranger

mentioned the [American] flag.  [He said,] ‘Whenever you see one of those, you know

that is the one.  It is for freedom.’ I thought that was real personal” (Woman, Post 5, p.

4).

For those participants who had attended an interpretive program, many of them

expressed that they had a quality place experience at the Triangle.  Some participants also

recognized the benefits of interpretation and understood that interpretive programs have

the power to establish relevance and enhance intellectual and emotional connections with

the meanings of the resource.  These participants perceived that if interpretation is built

around the cohesive development of an idea—especially an idea that also functions as a

universal concept—it is extremely powerful.  One participant observed:  “I see these sites

as having an overpowering message of freedom” (Man, Post 8, p. 3).  One man viewed

the phrase etched on the wall of the Korean War Veterans Memorial— “Freedom is not

free”—as the central message of the memorial and a unifying concept linking the three
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sites at the Triangle.  He commented, “That saying, [“Freedom is not free”], is the high

tide of the memorial; it ties into the Lincoln Memorial and the Vietnam Memorial” (Post

8, p. 3).  Participant comments also illustrated the power of universal concepts to provoke

questions and facilitate reflection upon many levels of meaning:

Man: “This setting is being used for this one concept—freedom.  [As]

Martin Luther King [Jr.] said in his great speech, ‘Let freedom ring.’  And

there are a lot of people in the country who say are we free or aren’t we

free?  But freedom comes at a great cost with the lives that were lost in the

wars.”

Woman: “And there are different levels of freedom.  And that’s what you

have to be reminded of, too” (Pre 1, p. 7).

Emotional connections occurred when interpreters “fold” a universal concept such

as “freedom” in the program to provoke visitors considering multiple aspects of the topic

and reflecting upon the meanings in our lives today.  Because the concept of freedom was

viewed as relevant to their everyday life, participants reflected more deeply upon its

meaning and considered ways to integrate emerging insights into their everyday lives.

Study results suggest that many participants have a sense of the elements of quality

interpretation.  They identified that interpretation will be effective when it touches the

human side of visitors and satisfies people’s love of a good story: “Pure facts don’t

enthrall.  Make it human.  Tell a story based on fact, but elaborate if necessary” (Woman,

Pre 2, p. 6).  After attending a ranger-led program, a visitor was inspired and said:

I just thought that [ranger program] was an incredible presentation,

probably one of the best I’ve ever heard.  I really appreciate the way the

ranger made the whole thing come alive.  And I thought about it in terms

of how unpopular Lincoln was in his day and yet he persevered and stuck

with his ideas.  The ranger talked about Lincoln’s bad press and how he

was maligned in the press on a daily basis, and yet he stuck with his

ideals.  I like that the ranger shared that with people—the struggle that

Lincoln went through (Man, Post 1, p. 6).
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Another participant described how the use of the universal concept of “family” struck her

during one interpretive program:

I think the ranger touched on that a little bit when he said that he saw that

there were parents here with children and asked, “How would you feel if

you lost a child?” He was pointing out that Lincoln lost more than one

child.  It is true of all these memorials.  Like he said, this is somebody’s

brother, and somebody’s son, and somebody’s father… (Woman, Post 8,

p. 7).

4. Cohesive Development of an Idea

In addition to incorporating triangle resources, using universal concepts, and

helping visitors making their own connections, participants identified that a cohesive

development of an idea or story also helped them experience quality interpretive and

place experience at the Triangle.  Elements that contributes to a quality interpretive

program include:

� Be inspirational (Pre 4, p. 10; Pre 6, p. 9; Post 1, p. 5)

� Be relevant (Pre 1, p. 10; Pre 11, p. 7)

� Present a holistic picture (Post 1, p. 3; Post 8, p. 4)

� Emphasize more the why than what (Pre 2, p. 8; Pre 3, p. 3)

� Tell a story or present interesting trivia (Pre 11, p. 8; Post 6, p. 6; Post 7, p. 4)

� Link current civil, democratic, or
management issues

(Pre 5, p. 7; Pre 6, p.7)

� Be passionate about the resources (Post 1, p. 7; Post 5, p. 3; Post 7, p. 5)

Not only did many visitors understand quality interpretation, many also wanted to

have their experiences facilitated.  Participants frequently recalled the details of ranger

programs and discussed issues raised during the program with family members
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afterwards.  Some visitors indicated their “relief” at having rangers help them solve

puzzles and understand symbolic meanings inherent in the design of the memorial.

Similarly, participants compared the differences before and after attending the ranger

program—interpretative programs expanded their understanding of events, broadened

their viewpoints, and enriched their visiting experience:

Because that saying [“Freedom is not free”] is the high tide of the

memorial.  That ties into the Lincoln Memorial and the Vietnam

Memorial.  [It is] something that gives you some understanding of what

the memorial demonstrates.  Because we walked through and we didn’t

understand what we were seeing.  What the ranger described changed the

whole picture for us.  We were not educated too much about the Korean

War.  We saw that and I said, ‘Yeah, I recognized it for what it is.’  But I

don’t know what it means (Man, Post 5, p.  4).

One woman appreciated that the interpretative program stimulated her to explore

a little deeper by saying: “I really like history, although when I come to a place like this,

it really spurs me on to dig a little deeper.  The presentation was very good.  I think that

really helps to bring alive the memorials...”(Woman, Post 8, p. 4).  A British visitor

recalled interpretation at the Alamo in Texas, emphasizing how story was used:

People remember those [stories].  I mean, you could reel off statistics and

[things like] “this was built in 1846” and blah blah blah.  But, “There was

a little flower seller on the corner…”—[use] that made up story or

whatever.  Keep it human.  That's definitely the way it goes.  The example

of the Alamo—[the ranger] was giving us the names of people that were

killed there.  But you remember that.  You remember the famous ones like

Crockett and the others.  Statistics, I think, we all get brochures and they

give you either the date, the figures, the amount, how high, [and] how tall,

but [it’s those] human stories, you remember, I think (Woman, Pre 2, pp.

7-8).
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Several participants recognized the challenges of interpretation.  One officer

manager who held a history degree articulated the challenges of interpretation at the

Triangle:

You just have about 15 minutes, so you really have to get to the main

purpose of it.  Generate some interest and get the ideas across of what this

really means and put it in a way that people can understand easily (Man,

Post 4, p. 10).

Most of all, interpreters’ love, passion, and enthusiasm for park resources engaged

visitors, fostered care and stewardship, and contributed to their visiting experience.  A

man expressed his appreciation for an interpretive program as follows:

The program was great.  Because the ranger is a gentleman who had been

[to the battlefield].  The ranger has the passion of the events, and of what

occurred.  It was still very close to the ranger.  At our age, we have just

heard about it, but we don’t have an understanding about the topic and

what just happened there.  He was not just like other tour guides.  He is a

man with a passion.  Because he can speak of it—you knew it was from

the ranger’s heart.  It is good to listen to the ranger’s talk (Woman, Post 5,

pp.  3-4).

One cannot force another to love, neither can an interpreter force visitors to care

about the resources if he or she doesn’t care about the park in the first place.  The

following participants formed special bonds with the Lincoln and the Korean Memorial

through the interpreters’ love of those places and their commitment to their jobs:

� You do get a special feeling, especially listening to the ranger�s talk.  He is

very good, very passionate (Man, Post 8, p. 2).

� I had passed through here quickly, because we didn’t know anything about

it—the soldiers, the division, the dividing line, [and] the clothing of summer

and winter.  [At first,] we passed through and thought,  “That is pretty.” And

we came to the exit and you guys said join us.  The ranger’s passion captured

us there.  And that is from the heart (Woman, Post 5, p. 3).
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� Moderator: “So what are the differences between learning about things here

compared to learning things in school classrooms?”

Child: “At least the ranger is not that boring.”

Moderator: “Would you like to have the ranger as your teacher?”

Child: “Yeah, he’d be a pretty good teacher.”

Man 1: “I have never seen a teacher that passionate about his subject matter.”

Man 2: “He had his whole heart in it.”

Man 1: “He really did” (Post 8, p. 6).

Theme 4: The Triangle inspires a sense of gratitude for the sacrifices of others and

stimulates a desire to participate in democratic life.

The memorials create a sense of the strength of this country, the valor and

patriotism of the U.S. leaders and common soldiers.  The ideals that the Lincoln

Memorial, the Vietnam Veterans Memorial, and the Korean War Veterans Memorial

represent reveal the nation’s goals and help to define Americans’ identity.  The sites

remind visitors of the pain of wars and the struggle of the growing country.  It also

provides a window to the nation’s past and encourages people to consider their complex

heritage.  The issues of war and peace and the yearning for freedom saturate the

atmosphere.  They also connect people to the present—inspiring and encouraging

American citizens to participate in democratic life.  One participant explained the impact

that the Vietnam Veterans Memorial had upon him:

[During] the Vietnam [War], I was too young to really...I mean, I

understood that things were going on, but I did not really understand the

magnitude of that.  And I didn’t understand it until I saw the Wall.  And

then it was real.  Then there were names there.  There were people there

scratching with their pencil on paper, and those were relatives or friends.
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And I saw how many people had been involved.  And that was really

moving to me (Man, Pre 6, p. 3).

Visitors appreciated those who served and commemorated their sacrifice.  “Don’t

take it for granted” (Pre 11, p. 3) was a common admonition regarding freedom that we

have today.  Many participants expressed their realization of “how many people have

done things that have given me the opportunity to be where I am and experience

freedom” (Man, Pre 6, p. 4).  Another participant wished her children would appreciate

the kind of life that they have now:

I think it is important that any time people die for this country, that they be

remembered.  They paid the ultimate sacrifice.  I think that our children

wouldn’t have been around during the Vietnam War, but I was.  I think it

is important to pass that along, to make sure that our children are aware of

the sacrifices that were made.  These sites teach us about the sacrifices, the

people who gave themselves… (Woman, Post 8, pp. 2-3).

Visiting the memorials also provokes a sense of responsibility to uphold and

achieve the national goals.  In fact, the visiting experience functions as an “injection,” so

that people could still hold onto that special feeling even at their homes, giving them the

strength and wisdom to participate in democratic life.  One participant explained why it is

so important for her to be inspired by these bigger ideals at the Triangle.

People are here for a common purpose.  And I think when we leave here,

we get that, like an injection of what we've long forgotten when we're

back in our busy little city.  We lose a sense of history.  We don't really

think about it.  We don't really care about it.  It just seems so amazing to

me.  Because when you're at home and you're in your individual lives, in

the hubbub and the rush-rush of do this, do that, and the attitudes that

people take, and the other things that exist—the crime and all that kind of

stuff—it doesn't look like, or it doesn't appear, you don't get the sense that

people even care about what's here or about being a community or caring

or thinking or even wanting to entertain the idea of how did this all start.

(Woman, Pre 1, pp.  6-7)
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Another participant recounted the most significant message that he received after

attending an interpretive program at the Lincoln Memorial: “I think the most important

thing is that these are memorials to the people that died to keep our country free, and safe

for democracy.  And more than anything else, that’s what it’s about—the people that paid

with their lives for freedom [and] for democracy” (Man, Post 8, p. 7).

Participants stressed that not only can people work within the democratic system

to avoid unnecessary conflict; but we are duty-bound to do so.  Moreover, as citizens of a

democracy the duty extends beyond decisions about war and peace.  It extends to every

decision people make about how we want to function as a society.  “I think connecting

with your past can help you plan for your future” said one participant.  She continued to

address the importance of having a connection with this nation’s history and of our

collective mission to “live as a nation:”

You can know what happened in the past and see what's going on in the

present and figure out if you want the same thing in the future or not.  And

they represent a lot.  They stand for a lot.  They've done a lot of hard

work—the people that we've honored.  And remembering that, keeping it

present helps us live as a nation, as a whole (Woman, Pre 1, p. 4).

Another man stressed the “higher responsibility” that all Americans share to

uphold the ideals upon which this nation was founded:

We have a higher responsibility than other nations because we are the ones

who said that ‘All men are created equal.’ And we are the ones who set

ourselves up as the supporters of that ideal.  Other countries did not do it.

Nobody else ever made that promise or claim.  And if we are going to

make it—and we’ve made it for 220 years now—if we are going to make

that claim, then we have the responsibility to at least attempt it.  We are all

human and no one is going to achieve that; but we have a high

responsibility to attempt it (Man, Post 4, p. 6).

Participants recognized the importance of equality and social justice; they also

perceived that there is strength in diversity.  One man suggested that as we work together

to overcome problems, a common bond of unity emerges:
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[This place teaches us that] however big the problem, and however diverse

the people involved, if you all have a common goal you can get together

and do it.  All races, all religions, they have experienced what these [sites]

memorialize.  And we’ve all [overcome the problems] in the U.S. together

(Woman, Post 1, pp. 4-5).

In summary, at first glance visitors relate to the Lincoln Memorial, the Korean

War Veterans Memorial, and the Vietnam Memorial as interesting places to learn

American history.  However, a more in-depth analysis reveals that visitors are complex.

They attach and ascribe diverse perspectives to the resources.  In addition, participants

seek to have in-depth experiences with the tangible site resources and cherish any

opportunity to be inspired by meaningful conversation and quality interpretive programs.
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Chapter Five

Discussion

The results of the study indicate that visitors are deep, complicated, and their

perspectives are worthy of on-going analysis.  The study findings suggest several points

that should be considered by front-line interpreters, interpretive trainers, interpretive

managers and interpretive researchers.  First, visitors actively ascribe meanings to site

resources.  Second, visitors are seeking a place experience that enables them to make a

connection between the tangible resource and its intangible meanings.  Third, many

visitors want their experience to be facilitated.  Fourth, interpreters should consider how

an understanding of visitor meanings could improve interpretive work.  Management

implications and study limitation were also discussed in this chapter.

Visitors Actively Ascribe Meanings to Site Resources

Visitors are concerned about food, lodging, restrooms, and taking pictures.

However, these basic needs are not the only few things that visitors do and care about at

significant heritage sites such as the Lincoln Memorial, the Korean War Veterans

Memorial, and Vietnam Veterans Memorial.  The researchers observed that visitors of all

ages, genders, regions, number of visits, nationalities, ethnic backgrounds, had or had not

attend an interpretive program actively ascribe various categories of meanings.  They

think about resource meanings, discuss those meanings, and create new understandings

and meanings for themselves and others.  They bring multiple perspectives to the site.

Study results demonstrate that visitors engage the meanings inherent in the sites at the

Triangle; they also ascribe more personalized meanings that reflect their own experiences

and understandings.  Visitors may or may not be capable of utilizing language to

articulate their ways of thinking or personal experiences.  Many, perhaps most, visitors

ascribe and connect with meanings they can only vaguely articulate or unravel.  For

example, one participant found herself at a loss to adequately explain her experience: “I

don’t know, when I look at Lincoln, I just feel warm inside or something.  It is very

difficult to explain.  It is something that makes your body kind of shake and say ‘I am

proud to be part of this country’” (Woman, Pre 5, p. 1).  Although hard to articulate,
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participants did express a wide range of meanings including freedom, sacrifice,

patriotism, gratitude, unity, perseverance, penance, equality, democracy, heroism, and

responsibility.  One of the most significant study results is to confirm that visitors do

ascribe meanings to the three memorials at the triangle and they see these meanings as

relevant to their personal lives.

Littlejohn and Hoffman (1999) found that the majority of the NCP—Central

visitors (64%) came to learn about U.S. history.  This study documents that visitors

ascribe meanings which encompass far more than simply learning about history.  Visitors

seek a sense of connection with the past which in turn leads them to ponder present

issues.

Resources have meanings and are relevant to adults.  Many Triangle visitors

recalled the protests and speeches in front of the Lincoln Memorial and the Reflection

Pool during the civil rights movement era.  Because of the famous events that occurred

there, the sites helped visitors transcend the time barrier and led them back to the 1960s,

to the moment when they saw a historic news program or film clip on television.  One

woman mentioned that “the first thing I thought about when we were walking down here

is, I just remember seeing on TV the old black and white video of Martin Luther King, so

it's very meaningful”  (Woman, Pre 1, p. 7).

Resources have meanings and are relevant to children as well.  School children

discussed subjects they had learned in school, emphasizing that seeing the monuments

and memorials made these historic people and events “real and alive.”  As one child

mentioned, “it is a lot more meaningful to see all the names [on the Vietnam Wall.] You

see them in the textbook, but you do not really realize all the lives that were lost in the

Vietnam War (Child, Pre 4, p. 8).  Another mother who was also a teacher said, “It has

meaning for us.  I think it is important that children see where they’ve come from, and

from that they get their respect for what has happened before to put them where they are

now” (Woman, Pre 11, p. 3).

Study participants have a mix of deep and complex perspectives as well as much

not so deep and complex perspectives.  The simple question of “What drew you to this

site today?” revealed diverse visitor meanings of place.  These meanings and values

include a personal affection and respect for President Lincoln; the commemoration of a



59

loved one who served in the wars; the desire to visit a famous tourist destination; or

simply an interest in participating in a social event (i.e. local residents hosting out-of-

town guests or individuals accompanying their loved ones).  While some visitors do bring

serious and complex perspectives, some reveal to much less deep or elaborate

perspectives.  Whether deep or not, visitors do not represent blank sheets.  Their previous

experiences influence the meanings they bring with them and the meanings they form on

site.

Study results suggest that participants described the Triangle as a center of

meanings formed through their past and on-site place experiences.  This given geographic

locale became a meaningful place when visitors attached personal or group meanings to

it.  For example, one may attach a range of personal meanings to the Korean Memorial,

such as the American flag represents freedom and a sense of patriotism.  A group of

people (i.e. family or veteran organization) may also relate to the Lincoln Memorial or

the Vietnam Memorial as symbols of their beliefs and values.  Through attaching

personal or group meanings to place, people acquire a sense of belonging and purpose

that can give meanings to their lives (see Theme1: The Triangle as a sacred place).  Study

results suggest that that participants ascribe symbolic, emotional, cultural, and political

meanings to the Triangle.

Do the pre and post group participants have the same ability ascribing meanings

of the Triangle?  Hand-coding content analysis results suggest that the post program

participants were more likely to use the exact “place names” and “historic character

names” when explaining what drew them to the site.  These post group participants were

more likely to recall their on-site experience, refer back to the key points of the ranger

program that they had just attended, connect tangible resource with symbolic meanings,

and form personal meanings to the site resources.  One explanation of the difference is

that interpretation helps the processes of shadowing and selective attention (Ham, 1992,

pp. 12-15).  Familiarity allows the human brain to expend less effort to concentrate on

personal and meaningful content (Moray, 1959; Cherry, 1966).  And the use of universal

concepts helps people effortlessly switching their attention to things they care about even

when they are not consciously trying to (Solso, 1979).
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Visitors Seek An On-site Experience that Enables Them to Make A Connection between

the Tangible Resource & Its Intangible Meanings

Washington, DC is obviously a familiar place in the minds of American people.

It is the national capitol, the center of political power, and the background of every

television news programs.  Every student studies the story of President Lincoln, the

history of the Civil War, and the struggle of civil right movements.  The image of the

Lincoln Memorial is on the back of every penny.  People who have never visited the

Vietnam Memorial know it by name and value it.  They also may have an image of the

place based on the movies they had seen or the stories they had heard.  Galliano &

Loeffler (1999) highlighted the experiences that media could not deliver at a place:

The human experience can sometimes exceed the expectations created by

the media.  Thus, the interpretation of a place through direct, personal

experience exposes identities, meanings, and images that may not have

been expected (p. 3).

One participant comment echoed this point: “In high school, you learned about legislative

process, but you didn’t realize the power of the government until you came here.  I thank

for every American, they should come here at least once” (Man, Post 4, p. 12)

Study results also suggest that visitors come to the Triangle seeking an

experience.  Visitors do not primarily seek knowledge or learning—although interpreters

and educators sometimes view learning as visitors’ primary motivation (More, 1983;

Loomis, 1996).  If learning were their main objective, visitors could obtain almost all

relevant information off-site.  Instead, many visitors seek intellectual and emotional

connections with the meanings of the resource.  They seek an opportunity to interact with

significant places.  In addition, visitors desire to form a range of attachments, relevance,

relationships, affiliations, or connections with places through experiencing a variety of

feelings: care, concern, sentiment, warmth, love, and even sacredness.  On-site

experience allows visitors to link the biophysical landscape and tangible symbols to pre-

existent and newly emerging meanings.  In many cases, this process is one of

personalizing resource meanings and making them their own.  For example, even a
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“Kodak Moment” may be highly meaningful to some visitors as one participant

explained:

The statue of Abraham Lincoln—I always wanted my picture to be, to

have a picture close with the great man who had made the important, I will

say, history of making this country.  I think he was one of the first and the

most important ones (Man, Post 1, p. 2).

Visitors value an on-site personal or group experience that enables them to make

a connection between the tangible resource and its intangible meanings.  Many return

visitors explained why they brought their children to the Triangle,— that is to have them

experience a wonderful place to have history come alive” which they first experienced

when they came with their parents.  Others wanted to provide their children with an

opportunity to visit an “overwhelming” place in American history.  Significant heritage

places have not only geographic or architectural bases, but also a history that joins the

past, present and future.  In addition, there is a wide range of adjunct of activities and

events related to the Triangle.  Each of these aspects of place is significant to visitors.

It seems like that the post group participants had a stronger tendency to transform

and store long-term visual memories than the pre group participants.  This woman

highlighted how her past and present experiences formed new personal and generational

meanings:

“I remember being a little girl with my parents.  And every time I read

anything about him [President Lincoln] or learned anything about him, I

pictured the memorial, the statue.  Then I brought my children back and I

felt a little more in charge.  Because I am this tall, much taller.  And now I

feel more in charge.  And for myself I have more understanding of it.  It’s

good to get that feeling.  You are supposed to be inspired by something

powerful and by the ideas” (Woman, Post 4, p. 12)
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Many Visitors Want Their Experience to be Facilitated

I live here and I have done the park sites around here and in Virginia.  I

like to listen to as many talks as possible.  I can’t remember that I was

ever disappointed.  They have different styles.  They tell different stories.

But I have never recall leaving a site and being disappointed.  I always

think I walk away with something (Man, Pre 7, p. 5).

Study results reveal that many visitors want their experience facilitated.  They

appreciate interpretive services that help them make intellectual and emotional

connections to the meanings of the resource.  Many visitors desire quality interpretive

services to enrich their on-site experiences.  One participant stressed: “The Park Service

does a tremendous job in helping to add perspective to that.  Like the self-guided tour.

And the ranger’s talk about the Lincoln Memorial and Lincoln [helped] add a lot of

perspective.  It is a great experience.” (Man, Post 6, p. 4).

Interpreters’ knowledge of the resources, authenticity of experiences, and love of

their jobs help visitors connect with the meanings of the resources.  Interpreters who lack

direct experience with the event, time period, or person being commemorated can still

facilitate a meaningful on-site experience:

I just thought that the [ranger program] was an incredible presentation,

probably one of the best I’ve ever heard.  I really appreciate the way the

ranger made the whole thing come alive.  And I thought about it in terms

of how unpopular Lincoln was in his day and yet he persevered and stuck

with his ideals.  The ranger talked about how Lincoln was maligned in the

press on a daily basis, and yet he stuck with his ideals.  I like that the

ranger shared that with people—the struggle that Lincoln went through

(Man, Post 1, p. 6).

Indeed many visitors have asked themselves: “What makes this place

significant?” or “what do these resources mean for my life?.” If they have already

ascribed a wide range of meanings to the resource, they are less likely to require

interpretation.  However, they may still appreciate an opportunity to gain additional

meanings, to share a ranger’s passion for the resource, or to participate in a shared
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experience with those who also value what the site represents.  Many visitors are aware

that the resource has meaning—they know there is something powerful there—but they

lack the knowledge or personal experience to connect to those meanings or interpret what

they’re seeing.  One couple described how attending an interpretive program at the

Korean War Veterans Memorial totally changed the nature of their on-site experience:

Man: “Freedom is not free” is a very powerful emphasis, just like

democracy.  For those people who miss the corner (where the message is

etched) will miss the message.  I think there should be a sign right there

saying “Freedom is not free”, right at the central point.  Because that is the

high tide of the memorial.  That ties into the Lincoln Memorial and the

Vietnam Memorial.  [It is] something that gives you some understanding

of what the memorial demonstrates also.  Because we walked through and

we didn’t understand what we were seeing.  What he described changed

the whole picture for us.  We were not educated too much about the

Korean War.  We saw that and I said, “Yeah, I recognized it for what it is.

But I don’t know what it means (Man, Post 5, p. 4).

Woman: We were the lucky ones.  How many people walk through it but

do not know what they are seeing? (Post 5, p. 5).

Many visitors seek an interpretive experience.  “These monuments are

overwhelming for those who visit here for the first time” (Woman, Post 7, p. 2).  A

hallmark of quality on-site experiences is that visitors form intellectual and emotional

connections with the meanings of the resource.  Interpretation facilitates these

connections, and many visitors indicated this is exactly what they want.  One participant

revealed this interest in a quality interpretive experience by urging interpreters: “Pure

facts don’t enthrall.  Make it human.  Tell a story based on fact, but elaborate if

necessary” (Woman, Pre 2, p. 6).
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Interpreters Should Consider How An Understanding of Visitor Meanings Could Improve

Interpretive Work

Freeman Tilden once urged interpreters to recognize visitors’ “pre- condition” in

terms of understanding park resources and work with that: “The visitors who come for his

services have seldom any expert, or even moderate, knowledge of the things they come to

see or to experience.  They come frequently with mere idle curiosity, or to kill time, or

from boredom” (Tilden, 1977, p. 91).  Visitors may not have an expert knowledge of the

resources, however, visitors do ascribe a wide range of meanings to the Lincoln

Memorial, the Vietnam Veterans Memorial, and the Korean War Veterans Memorial.

The question remains, however, can interpreters identify what these meanings are?  And,

if they can, how should they respond? How should an understanding of visitor meanings

influence interpretive work?

If interpreters understand visitor meanings, they should be less inclined to

underestimate visitors, and this in turn should facilitate respectful dialogue.  In addition,

visitors tend to rally around certain meanings as highly significant and highly relevant.

Incorporating these meanings into on-site interpretation increases the likelihood of

establishing relevance and facilitating intellectual and emotional connections.

Interpreters are not limited to incorporating generalized visitor meanings; for example, an

effective interpretive technique might be to include actual visitor quotes in interpretive

programs.  Since visitor meanings are not a static phenomenon, interpreters should strive

to continually expand their understanding of visitor meanings.  The simplest way for an

interpreter to expand or update their knowledge of visitor meanings is to conduct

informal visitor interviews.  Asking a few simple questions like those used in these focus

group interviews (i.e., What drew you to the site today?  What do these sites teach us?)

should enable interpreters to better understand visitor meanings.  In addition, the simple

act of talking to visitors and eliciting their perspectives should help renew an interpreter’s

passion for the resource and for the visitors themselves.

Because visitors seek an experience, interpretation is best measured not by the

information imparted, but rather by the meanings that are connected to.  Meanings are

more important than information; though they are supported by information.  Meanings

facilitate active engagement and provide an opportunity for intellectual and emotional
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connections.  The tangible resource focuses meanings and has the potential to reveal

multiple perspectives on the meanings of the resource.  For visitors to make meaningful

connections, their on-site experience must relate to something personal within themselves

(Tilden, 1977).  Each visitor will connect with different tangible resources and with

different meanings depending upon their background, their life experiences, and the

meanings they bring with them to the site.  To facilitate meaningful on-site experiences,

interpreters should consider two approaches to linking tangible resources to intangible

meanings.  First, interpreters should ask themselves, “How can the whole site be linked to

its transcendent meanings?”  Participant comments testify to the power of this approach:

This setting is being used for one concept—freedom.  [As] Martin Luther

King [Jr.] said in his great speech, ‘Let freedom ring.’  And there are a lot

of people in the country who say are we free or aren’t we free?  But

freedom comes at a great cost with the lives that were lost in the wars

(Man, Pre 1, p. 7).

Second, interpreters must consider, “How can ‘the parts’ be used to focus

attention on meanings?”  The following exchange illustrates the effectiveness of this

approach:

Man: “That was great, because [the ranger] is a gentleman who had been

there.  He has a passion for the events, for what occurred.”

Woman: “Particularly when he mentioned the flag.  [He said,] whenever

you see one of those, you know, that is the one.  It is for freedom.  I

thought that was real personal” (Post 5, p. 4).

In analyzing research results, the researchers were continually reminded not to

underestimate visitors.  Park interpreters frequently answer questions like “Where is the

restroom?” or “When is the next tourmobile scheduled to arrive?” It is understandable

that rangers are overwhelmed by the bombardment of the “ludicrous questions” that

visitors ask and then assume that visitors want pure information regarding the memorials

and need a basic orientation to the site.  However, these frequently asked questions do not

begin to reflect to deeply held and even profound meanings that visitors often attach to
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park resources.  Visitors usually started a conversation with a ranger by asking a “lead-in

question” though their intent may be to know more about the meanings and the humanity

behind the memorials.  When a visitor asks, “When was the Lincoln Memorial built? ”,

that person may also want to think about “Why do we have the Lincoln Memorial at all? ”

Management and Training Implications

This study recognizes that visitors are deep, complex, and worthy of in-depth

understanding and analysis.  Study findings then urge interpretive management and

training professionals to incorporate visitor meanings of place into interpretive planning

and programming.  Interpreters could use the following process to elicit and incorporate

visitor meanings of place:

1. Invite a group of visitors to a roundtable discussion and encourage them to share

their perspectives regarding to the meanings of the resources.

2. Use friendly questions such as “Where are you from?,” “What drew you to this

place?” or “What does this place teach us?” to start the conversation.

3. Record key issues during the conversation.

4. Conduct appropriate number of interviews according to site characteristics.

5. Identify the multiple perspectives and categories of meanings that visitors

attached to site resources.

6. Encourage interpreters to develop programs using key visitor meaning categories.

Include “visitor quotes” in programs.

To summarize, visitors do attach meanings to sites, seek personal experiences,

value interpretive services, and care for park resources.  They have a strong sense of what

constitutes a quality interpretive program.  When a interpreter facilitates a connection

between the meanings of the resources and the interests and perspectives of the visitors,

the visitors then connect to a “universal concept.” When this occurs, then, visiting a

significant heritage site is more than “seeing” and “learning,” but transforms into a

meaningful personal experience.  The importance of this process is highlighted by one

participant’s response to the question “If you were an interpreter, what would you tell

your audience?”:
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I will try to almost grab them by the sense that this is something

important.  This is important stuff.  I know people do not want to hear that.

People are on vacation, it is not supposed to be school, and it is not

supposed to be educational, but it is.  It is important.  And the Lincoln

Memorial is my favorite, more so than the others.  Jefferson comes close.

And the two walls.  Lincoln�s second Inaugural Address is right there.  It

is important.  Read this.  This is what it is.  And it does not matter whether

stock went up 20 points today on Wall Street.  In the big scheme of things,

this is it.  This is what it is all about (Man, Post 4, p. 10).
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Chapter Six

Conclusion

In the past two decades, resource managers and interpretive researchers have

focused their efforts more on the management end: how to deliver agency messages; how

to make the programs more effective; how to attract visitors to learn new information in a

leisure setting; or how to educate visitors so that they would conserve resources or reduce

vandalism.  This study (1) emphasizes the importance of recognizing the range of

visitors’ meanings of heritage resources and (2) confirms that visitors ascribe meanings,

seek on-site experiences, and (3) suggests that many visitors want their experiences to be

facilitated.

Study results reveal that visitors desire an expanded understanding of the

meanings of site resources, a sense of connecting with significant places, and in some

cases, a spiritual experience.  They articulated a range of pre-existing meanings that they

ascribe to resources at the Triangle.  They related how on-site experience amplifies and

expands these meanings.  And they provided insight into how interpreters can facilitate a

quality on-site interpretive experience.  Visitor comments underscore the importance of

not underestimating visitors.  Visitors think about the meanings of the resources in ways

that reflect keen insight, high ideals and aspirations, a deep and abiding gratitude for

those who served, a commitment to democracy, and an understanding of how

interpretation works.  Identifying visitor meanings and incorporating them into

interpretive programs is one way in which interpreters can initiate a respectful dialogue

with visitors.  The potential pay-off of this two-way dialogue is that interpreters may help

visitors relate to sites in a way that transcends their sense of self, provides meaning at a

deeper than intellectual level (Schroeder, 1990), and provokes a sense of care and

stewardship.  Devising ways to improve interpretive training by linking it to visitor

meanings research remains an important, but unmet goal of this study.  In sum, this study

identified a wide range of meanings visitors attach to three significant places on our

national landscape.  It also explored the role an expanded understanding of visitor

meanings can have in improving interpretation.   Understanding visitor meanings, and
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integrating that understanding into interpretive program development, represents an

exciting challenge for the interpretive profession.
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Summary

This study explored a holistic approach to interpretive research that is based on

understanding the meanings visitors attach to park resources.  Study findings address

three key issues (1) identifying of the meanings visitors ascribe, (2) exploring the types of

on-site interpretive experience, and (3) considering how best to facilitate visitor on-site

experience.  Four themes emerged from the focus group interview data about the

meanings of the Triangle at NCP—Central.  The study data suggest that post program

participants were more likely to use the exact “place names” and “historic character

names” when explaining what drew them to the site.  These post group participants were

more likely to recall their on-site experience, refer back to the key points of the ranger

program that they had just attended, connect tangible resource with symbolic meanings,

and form personal meanings to the site resources.  Management and training implications

were addressed to enrich interpreting and visiting experiences.  Finally, understanding

visitor meanings should contribute to the provision of quality place experiences and

interpretive services, stimulate an ethic of resource stewardship, and foster a commitment

to participatory lifestyle.
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War Quotes

� This setting is being used for this one concept-freedom.  Which is—Martin Luther

King said in his great speech, "Let freedom ring." And there's a lot of people in the

country who say are we free or aren't we free? But freedom comes at a great cost

with the lives that were lost in the wars.  (Man, Pre 1,  p.  7)

� I think a lot of people don't realize how the laws and everything that went on in those

periods as affected our life today.  I mean, remnants of every war is still a part of

what we do in our everyday life.  And technology – technology from wars is with us

every single day now.  You can get on your computer and you can get on your

telephone or get in an airplane.  It's pretty amazing.  And all these people came

together and worked and put that together.  We have the benefits of that.  (Woman,

Pre 1, p.  5)

� MD: What does the sites teach us?

Man 1: They teach us war is horrible.  (Pre 2, p.  3)

Man 2: [The sites represent] national will or lack of national will.  Because, I mean,

Vietnam was a very perfect example of the lack of national will on our part to carry

through.  That was more of a government mandated war you know, so to speak.  It

all depends on how you look back on history.  But you know there are a lot of other

side issues that went into that as opposed to the broad-bases support of say

something like World War I or World War II.  We didn't quite have that with these

final two wars.  It's kind of a crossroads in our own history.  (Pre 2, p.  4)

� [The Vietnam War Veterans Memorial] represents Sacrifice, honor, valor, I mean, a

lot of people they didn’t really know what they were doing.  It is like WWII,

everybody went, no questions asked.  This war kind of represents the war where all

the questions got asked.  And a lot of them through participants.  (Man, Pre 3, p.  4)

� But what these three monuments here mean is [inaudible].  What I mean by that is

that the spirit that pervades these grounds, is the spirit of sacrifice and humility, but
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at the same time greatness.  Because the people who died here, left their mark here,

and left their mark on this whole country.  The dream is not quite finished, but it is

still in the process of becoming a flower which will...�inaudible�.  All these three

sites come together and they bring that [message]—without pain there is no gain.  I

do believe that places like this are the cathedral of the soul.  They bring out the depth

of all human beings and you begin to see what a nation is supposed to do to make all

living things free.  (Man, Pre 4, p.  4)

� MD: What does the site teach us?

Man1: (Responded immediately): War sucks.

Woman:  In no uncertain terms.  (Laughing).  (Pre 5, p.  6)

� He was in Korea.  (Another participant in the focus group) He went to Korea.  But

we have friends who served in Vietnam.  We know people who served there.  It was

a terrible terrible war! My friend Neil from Florida—that is where they live now.

They are taking us on a tour at Washington.  Neil told me that when Vietnam started

he was much younger.  He was a Hawk.  And I almost asked him in disbelief, why

were you a Hawk? Well, and he explained it to me.  And then he quickly changed

and became a Dove.  And I will let Neil tell you.  (Man, Pre 5, p.  2)

� It was coming from one conflict to another, you wanted to see a decision of some

sort.  You want to win a war; lose a war; or you shouldn’t be there.  When it started,

I was very much, you know, let�s get this over and get this done.  Then I came to the

realization (speaker chokes back some sobs), they didn’t want to win.  They were

just there to...to have their body counts and...  (Man, Pre 5, p.  2)

� Man 1: The Korean War, the Vietnam War, were not an “American” War.

Woman 1: Well, they were not American wars but the soldiers fought for whatever

they believed in at that time.

M1: That part is fine.

W1: So therefore, they are still fighting it.
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M1: But they didn’t protect our rights.  They went and fought in a strange country...

W1: Well, America—so they helped other people.  (Pre 5, p.  9)

� Nobody really wants to go and die for their country.  But sometimes, it’s something

that has to happen.  I don’t know that necessarily the Civil War had to happen...but

somebody had to fight, somebody called them out to fight.  And they fought; they

served their country.  It’s ended, obviously, most of these had ended… there is

closure, obviously for something like the Vietnam Memorial, for some folks there

will never be closure.  (Woman, Pre 11, p.  7)

� I am a teacher in Wyoming, I grew up at Pennsylvania.  People in the West don’t

travel here, so they don’t understand what our country is about.  The pain of the

wars, people just don’t understand that now.  So I think it’s good to understand the

struggles that we’ve had to have what we have today.  No other country has anything

like what we do.  (Woman, Post 1, p.  3)

� You know, listening to this whole conversation, what’s interesting to hear and what

you’re saying, maybe our approach to teaching history needs to be examined in that

we look at the big picture, because those are the type of questions you are asking.

The big picture questions...what is coming out of these wars that’s affecting us as a

people, as a nation.  And maybe the focus of how we teach it to the kids might be,

you know, what have all these conflicts and wars given us, or not given us, or [how

have they] made us what we are today?  [We could] look at it as a big picture instead

of individual actions...  (Woman, Post 3, p.  10)

� Man 1: But another important point is that Lincoln believed deeply that the Civil

War was about penance.  We as Americans, both North and South, had committed a

crime by buying into slavery.  And we do not know when the war would end—there

was the sentence there—maybe it will not end until every drop of blood is paid for

with a drop of blood.  That is very important.  Americans tend not to want to think

about the dark side.  And what we have done is wrong.  And that is something we
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can have with a historical perspective, [we can have] a new attitude.  Lincoln is very

contrasting, and maybe Americans can share that feeling, the sense that this is our

penance, and this war is going to go on until God has decided that we paid for it.

W: Maybe we have not paid for it yet.

M1: Exactly.

W: So there should be a connection with now and the past.  What he saying is what

we really accomplished, perhaps we didn’t.  (Post 4, pp.  10-11)

� I think the importance of, the reason why we have memorials is that they are like

cemeteries or tombstones that you can go to and if you were involved or your family,

you can go and feel the passion.  But also for those who have never been to the war,

for them to realize that people actually die.  Sometimes we glorify war, people see

marching bands and that kind of stuff.  The veterans are hidden away.  The

importance is to realize how lucky we are, especially when we think about all the

other countries.  We do have politicians to what the goals are.  We can sit down and

negotiate at the table, [we can consider] all the possibilities.  Some wars are

avoidable.  (Woman, Post 5,  pp.  2-3)

� War is something that governments have—government policy, not people.  People

want peace.  People want quiet.  Now they built all the monuments for the peace, and

for the people who fought for that.  (Israeli woman, Post 6, p.  3)

� They teach us about the frailty of men and their ideas.  All these wars could have

been avoided.  I mean, the Vietnam War, I grew up during it.  We weren’t really

fighting for our country.  It was a divided war.  And it even divides the internal

country here today.  The Civil War divided the country�so two out of three of

these...The Korean War was a little before my time, I don’t know the exact history,

but I guess we were fighting Communism.  The ideologies men had.  The Bible does

say there will be wars and rumors of wars...  (Man, Post 8, p.  3)
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� I think it’s a reminder of what war does.  It kills people.  I mean, how many names

are on that wall there?...Lincoln’s second inaugural speech kind of brings war out.

But that isn’t what I was thinking about when I went up there.  (Man, Post 9, p.  8)
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NCP—Central Visitor Focus Group Interviews Quotes—Lincoln
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Lincoln Quotes

� The statue of Abraham Lincoln.  I always wanted my picture to be, to have a picture

close with the great man who had made the important, I will say, history of making

this country.  I think he was one of the first and the most important ones.  (Man, Post

1, p.  2)

� Something that strikes me is not just Abraham Lincoln.  I have a second cousin

whose name we go see on the Vietnam Wall.  Our country stands for not just heroes

like Lincoln but all people.  That is what I think of all those monuments.  It is really

wonderful to be in a country that lifts up Lincoln and lifts up my cousin.  (Woman,

Post 1, p.  4)

� Woman 1: We had some great men in this country, to be sure.

Woman 2: But in order for Lincoln to be great, he had to have the ordinary guys or

persons to do the job.  Because without that...

Woman 1: I think what it really says to me is the willingness of the American public

to participate in any conflict that will make sure that we have freedom.  (Post 3, p.  4)

� The United States is for that regretfulness for things that we have done in the past for

the world.  But there are things in the “dark side” that United States is also about.

And Lincoln reminded us that we are showing the country and the world that we still

have wars between religions, and wars between the governments of Communism or

Socialism against democracy.  (Man, Post 4, p.  4)

� This is an opportunity for us to show the rest of the world that our ideals are

supposed to be, and when we do something stupid, and when we show the wrong

side of ourselves, maybe people coming here will say, “Somebody made a mistake,

but this is what America really means.  This is not about this gentleman sitting on the

chair, it is about what these things tell us.  (Woman, Post 4, p.  5)
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� I think there is a lot to show the young people.  To see that there are a lot of heroes

and these people are probably just regular people.  But when the situation fell upon

them, they became heroes, because they did what they had to do and did it right.

That would be anybody.  So the children of today are going to be our presidents and

heroes tomorrow.  (Man, Post 4, p.  7)

� Man 1: But another important point is that Lincoln believed deeply that the Civil

War was about penance.  We as Americans, both North and South, had committed a

crime by buying into slavery.  And we do not know when the war would end—there

was the sentence there—maybe it will not end until every drop of blood is paid for

with a drop of blood.  That is very important.  Americans tend not to want to think

about the dark side.  And what we have done is wrong.  And that is something we

can have with a historical perspective, [we can have] a new attitude.  Lincoln is very

contrasting, and maybe Americans can share that feeling, the sense that this is our

penance, and this war is going to go on until God has decided that we paid for it.

Woman: Maybe we have not paid for it yet.

Man 1: Exactly.

Woman 1: So there should be a connection with now and the past.  What he saying is

what we really accomplished, perhaps we didn’t.  (Post 4, pp.  10-11)

� I remember being a little girl with my parents.  And every time I read anything about

him or learned anything about him, I pictured, the memorial, the statue.  I then I

brought my children back and I felt a little more in charge.  Because I am this tall,

much taller.  And now I feel more in charge.  And for myself I have more

understanding of it.  It is good to get that feeling.  You are supposed to be inspired by

something powerful and by the ideals.  (Woman, Post 4, p.  12)

� Abraham Lincoln is my favorite president.  He is very inspirational, clearly a man

who had a heart.  (Woman, Post 6, p.  2)
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� I cannot picture the Lincoln Memorial in any other way than now.  But that reflected

everything of that particular time for all the states, the union.  It is very much like a

temple for Lincoln.  It is more than what he was, that he served at such an important

time in our history defines who are today.  I think it gives a rebirth to freedom so to

speak in such a grand monument.  The whole era we cannot even imagine what that

was like.  (Man, Post 7, p.  3)

� Man 1: “Perseverance is the word for Lincoln for sure.  He failed so many times at

elected office before he was elected as President.  Before he was elected to Congress,

he failed many, many times.”

Man 2: “He should be on more than the penny.”  (Post 8, p.  3)

� Woman: Lincoln had such a hard life.  He failed in business three or four times.  He

had a nervous breakdown.  He lost children.  He lost his first love—she was not his

wife.  Yet he persevered.  [He is] considered to be a great man now, and he was.

Man: He never quit.  (Post 8, p.  )

� One of the things I think of, especially as I was reading the Second Inaugural

[Address] and the Gettysburg [Address], I just wish we had statesmen like he was

today—and in the future.  It just seems like times have changed, but he was a rare

man.  And I just wish we had more people like him.  (Man, Post 8, p.  4)

� I think people go up there and [see him] as a father figure.  (Man, Post 9, p.  4)

� Woman 1: “I really think the Lincoln Memorial reminds us….the whole thing, the

Jefferson, Washington, the whole memorial park here, just reminds me of our

heritage.  We were just walking down the Mall here by the reflecting pool telling

[my daughter] that the ground that we walk on belongs—a little bit of it belongs to

everyone one of us in the country.”
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� MD: What kind of word would you wrap around it if you were trying to verbalize

what it stands for?

Woman: Oh boy.  Independence, honor, pride.  (Pre 1, p.  5)

� The power and the significance a really strong and charismatic leader can have on a

nation.  He kept the nation together.  The importance of the leader at that time.

Lincoln couldn’t have done what Washington did.  Washington couldn’t have done

what Lincoln did.  They both together maybe couldn’t have done what Jefferson did.

Each one is unique for what they did for the country.  There is a stark contrast

between all of them.  They all had a key role to play…  (Man, Pre 3, p.  5)

� I think the Lincoln Memorial reminds me how important it is that we stay united as a

nation.  And how important it is that everyone is equal in our nation.  I really admire

Abraham Lincoln—his integrity and what he stood for, that he stood by what he

believed in no matter what happened.  I really admire him for that.  That means a lot

to me.  (Woman, Pre 4, p.  2)

� I do not know.  When I look at Lincoln, I just feel inside warmth or something…It is

very difficult to explain.  It is something that makes your body, kind of shake and say

“I am proud to be part of this country.” (Woman, Pre 5, p.  1)

� Man: “In another words, it’s public land.”    Woman: Yeah, and when I walked down

these paths I think of all the great rallies that have taken place here.  Even up to last

year, the Promise Keepers’ Rally with millions of men praying for our country.  It is

just amazing.  And Martin Luther King�s rally here...All the great things that have

happened on this ground.  It is really neat.”  (Pre 4, p.  6)

� I don’t care if I see anything else except the Lincoln Memorial.  I’ve always had a

special place in my heart for the struggle of the Civil War and what it all meant.  It is

very special to me.  (Woman, Pre 11, p.  2)
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� I think it is all overwhelming.  It is hard to take it all in at one time.  So, I’ll have to

come back, multiple times.  I don’t think you can really get a true feeling for what it

is [in] one time or two times.  (Man, Pre 11, p.  5)
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NCP—Central Visitor Focus Group Interviews Quotes—Democracy
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Democracy Quotes

� Even just walking up here, I mean, I was recalling that Dr.  King had spoken here

and other events had taken place here.  And to just associate that as a big, you know,

like meeting ground for different causes and protesting of the war in Vietnam.  It's

just a symbol.  (Man, Pre 2, p.  5)

� Woman 1: We had some great men in this country, to be sure.

Woman 2: But in order for Lincoln to be great, he had to have the ordinary guys or

persons to do the job.  Because without that...

Woman 1: I think what it really says to me is the willingness of the American public

to participate in any conflict that will make sure that we have freedom.  (Post 3, p.  4)

� Woman 1: All these sayings are tremendous because we have forgotten them.  That

was a long time ago.  He had tremendous [influence] and he lived by what he said.

Woman 2:  I always want to say, “How are we doing today?”  (Post 3, p.  9)

� But see, we were different then.  And we have a higher responsibility than other

nations because we are the ones who said that �All men are created equal.� And we

are the one who set ourselves up as the supporters of that ideal.  Other countries did

not do it.  Nobody else ever made that promise or claim.  And if we are going to

make it and we’ve made it for two hundred and twenty years now, if we are going to

make that claim, then we have the responsibility to at least attempt it We are all

human and no one is going to achieve that.  We have a high responsibility to attempt

it.  (Man, Post 4, p.  6)

� The other problem is that we used to open our arms to people from all other

countries, and now we don’t.  (Man, Post 4, p.  6)
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� Woman (asking her granddaughter): What are you going to do when you grow up

now?”

Child: “I am going to be a president.”

Man (the grandfather): “What can a president do?”

Child: “A lot of things.”

Man: “But you could not be a president because why?”

Child: “Because I am a girl.”

Woman (the grandmother): “So you beat them up, didn’t you?”

Child: “Yeah!”

W (the grandmother): “Good.”

M (the grandfather): “So you are going to be the first woman president.”

W (the grandmother):  “Yeah, after we beat them up!”

(All participants were laughing!)

W (the grandmother):  “No, there is going to be someone.”  (Post 4, pp.7-8)

� I think the most important thing is that these are memorials to the people that died to

keep our country free, and safe for democracy.  And more than anything else, that’s

what it’s about.  The people that paid with their lives for freedom, for democracy.

(Man, Post 8, p.  7)
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NCP—Central Visitor Focus Group Interviews Quotes—Patriotism
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Patriotism Quotes

� They bring the emotion to it, the humanity to a building or an area.  And let's not

forget these are buildings, but they generate a feeling of emotion that's been--human

rights or the anti-war demonstrations or whatever, but it brings people together, as

such.  I mean, let's not forget they're a glorification as well.  It's like, hey, look at us.

We're the best, which I find very American.  But you've got to take it with a sense of

levity and not take it too seriously, you know.  It's Americanism.  It's what, like you

say, it's what means a lot of things to Americans and people from around the world.

Through movies and, you know, I recognize these buildings without ever being here.

(Woman, Pre 2,  p.  5)

� I was dreaming to death to go to Washington, DC I gave never been and I think

people from other countries, the first thing they want to see is here the Capitol.

(Woman, Pre 7, p.  2)

� The statue of Abraham Lincoln—I always wanted my picture to be, to have a picture

close with the great man who had made the important, I will say, history of making

this country.  I think he was one of the first and the most important ones.  (Man, Post

1, p.  2)
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NCP—Central Visitor Focus Group Interviews Quotes—Freedom
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Freedom Quotes

� This is the birth place of liberty and freedom and I don’t really know your American

history very well.  But I do know like Lincoln.  He was sort of talking about the Civil

War wasn’t about liberty.  It was secession of the Southern States and he wanted to

prevent that and preserve the United States so it’d be really cool seeing it  (Woman,

Pre 2, pp.  2-3).

� MD:  So for the war memorials, they commemorate people.  And do they teach us

something about—do they teach us anything?

Man:  They teach us war is horrible.

Woman:  The price paid for liberty.  There you go.  I mean, we are walking around,

but these actual people gave up their lives for us, you know.  I mean that’s a very

general statement but it’s true.  They fought.  Some of them didn’t want to.  Some of

them were drafted.  They died there.  And it’s like they died so we could be free  (Pre

2, p.  3).

� I think we’re even farther.  I mean that’s the price of freedom, actually.  I think it is

we have the freedom to choose and be able to question why it is that we’re doing

things.  Being in the military, I mean, obviously we don’t really get a choice of what

we want to do or what we don’t want to do but as a civilian you very much have a

right to call up your congressman or anyone so you can know why.  That’s why

Desert Storm was such a big deal.  We only gave broad-based support when we

started winning.  But for those first six months prior to that, you know, there were a

lot of demonstrations right here.  You know, why are we even in there?  “Blood for

oil” I remember was the big slogan while I was waiting to be sent out myself (Man,

Pre 2, p.  4).

� Even just walking up here, I mean—I was recalling that Dr.  King had spoken here

and other events had taken place here.  And to just associate that as a big, you know,
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like meeting ground for different causes and protesting of the war in Vietnam.  It’s

just a symbol  (Man, Pre 2, p.  5).

� MD:  What do these sites teach us?

Woman 1: All of them have to do with freedom.  Starting with Lincoln, the Vietnam

one is so touching, too.  But I had relatives who fought in the Korean one.  They all

have to do with freedom.  Like the words said, “Freedom is not free.”  When you go

to the Vietnam one, it is just overwhelming.  At this one [Korean], you can see the

pictures of those who fought.”

Woman 2: The loss of lives for the price of freedom was so much more costly.  It

seems like the Vietnam has so much of a negative emphasis.  As an older person, it

bothers me.  Because a lot of people paid a very high price for the freedom—I

wonder if they appreciate it (Post 5, p.  2).

� Man:  That was great.  Because he is a gentleman who had been there.  He has the

passion of the events, what occurred…

Woman:  Particularly when he mentioned the flag.  Whenever you see one of those,

you know, that is the one.  It is for freedom.  I thought that was real personal (Post 5,

p.  4).

�  “Freedom is not free” is a very powerful emphasis, just like democracy.  For those

people who miss the corner (where the message is etched) will miss the message I

think there should be a sign right there saying “Freedom is not free,” right at the

central point (Man, Post 5, p.  4).

� MD:  Do you think there are aspects of the memorial that help us, or teach us about

people and issues that relate today…

Woman:  Kind of.  Seeing that he freed the slaves.  You can see “freedom.”

Man:  I think that, like you said, it’s an ideal.  I don’t know that it was his ideal that

all people would be equal, not necessarily that it’s true yet.  But it’s an ideal to strive

for I guess.  I don’t think that it’s true that people are equal, but it was an ideal that



99

was ahead of its time.  That’s why he was unpopular.  And it has to do with the

economy too  (Post 9, p.  5).

� Man: This setting is being used for this one concept—freedom.  Which is—Martin

Luther King said in his great speech “Let freedom ring.”  And there’s a lot of people

in the country who say are we free or aren’t we free?  But freedom comes at a great

cost with the lives that were lost in the wars.

Woman:  And there’s different levels of freedom.  And that’s when you have to be

reminded too (Pre 1, p.  7).

� Woman:  What does it mean to you?

Man:  Me?  Again, freedom and someone who stood up for what he believed and

went against a lot of opposition just to go with what he thought (Pre 1,    p.  9).

� Man:  However big the problem, and however diverse the people involved, if you all

have a common goal you can get together and do it.  All races, all religions, they

experience what’s gone on that these [sites] memorialize.  And we’ve all put it

together in the U.S.  together.

Woman:  Freedom, patriotism, how everybody makes a difference, and how

personally it touches so many people who walk by the memorial, the Vietnam War

Memorial.  We see so many photos or letters…(Post 1, pp.  4-5).

� Man: But see, we were different then.  And we have a higher responsibility than

other nations because we are the ones who said that “All men are created equal.”

And we are the ones who set ourselves up as the supporters of that ideal.  Other

countries did not do it.  Nobody else ever made that promise or claim.  And if we are

going to make it and we’ve made it for two hundred and twenty years now, if we are

going to make that claim, then we have the responsibility to at least attempt it.  We

are all human and no one is going to achieve that.  We have a high responsibility to

attempt it.

W:  I think the memorials show us that (Post 4, p.  6).
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� I think today’s children do not have enough freedom language of what people had

gone through, so that they can have freedom they have now  I do not know.  I am not

even sure my children will know.  I think a lot of kids do not know what their aunts,

their uncles, even their grandparents went through to make sure they are still here

enjoying the freedom.  I do not think that is taught enough (Woman, Post 3, p.  4).

� Woman 1: I think the saying at the Korean Memorial, “Freedom is not free,” I think

that is [something] that people should sit and think about for a while.  And that is in

any generation.  This freedom that we enjoy today is not free.  And this is what I

thought about.  And that would apply to any of the wars.

Woman 2: Or not even wars, just history in general (Post 3, p.  8)

� I think it is not easy to maintain your independence and your freedom.  All [the

memorials] reflect a lot of suffering and dying, and Lincoln.  So when you come

here, it is special to see what these folks have done so that we can walk around and

do what we want to do (Man, Post 7, p.  2).

� I cannot picture the Lincoln Memorial in another way than now.  But that reflects

everything of that particular time for all the states, the union.  It is very much like a

temple of Lincoln.  That is more than what he was, what he [did] at such an

important time in our history defines who we are today.  I think it [gives] rebirth to

freedom so to speak in such a grand monument.  The whole era we cannot even

imagine what that was like  (Man, Post 7, p.  3).

� I see these sites as having an overpowering message of freedom (Man, Post 8, p.  3).



101

Appendix F:

NCP—Central Visitor Focus Group Interviews Quotes—

Intergenerational Experience
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International Experiences Quotes

� I think it's a great tradition that Native Americans have taught their culture passed

down in an oral history and that, I believe, is primarily what people ought to do when

you bring them here.  Passing on you experiences and the experiences of your

forefathers and whatever else brought you here the first time or whatever else you

might have learned.  Because there are insights into history that you just can't get

from books.  (Man, Pre 2, p.  6)

� I was explaining to my aunt that was important that we bring some of our younger

relative or kids down to get a feel and a sense of what the country is about, which is

sort of embodied here in the memorials, in the monuments, and in the government

buildings.  I think in that way it kind of gives them a better sense of what our country

is about.  And they can obviously as they grow and develop they can have a sense...

(Woman, reserved army officer, Pre 11, pp.  2-3).

� Woman 1: I came here because when I was my son’s age, I remembered my parents

bringing me here, and it being an especially wonderful place to have history come

alive.  I am hoping that they’re enjoying it.

Child1: Sure.

Woman 2: I always wanted to come here when I was her age and never had the

opportunity.  And so I made sure that my daughter would have the chance to come

and see.  It has just been overwhelming.  (Post 1, p.  1)

� That is something that is multigenerational.  Because I came the first time with my

parents, and I came the second time with my children.  And I came the third time

with my grandchildren.  (Woman, Post 4, p.  7)

� Not only should it be inter-generational, but I also think you have to come different

times in your own life.  For one thing, you have different perceptions and different
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experiences at different points.  We relate this way when you are 20, and I imagine

when you are 50, you will relate on another level as well.  (Man, Post 4, p.  12)

� I remember being a little girl with my parents.  And every time I read anything about

him or learned anything about him, I pictured, the memorial, the statue.  I then I

brought my children back and I felt a little more in charge.  Because I am this tall,

much taller.  And now I feel more in charge.  And for myself I have more

understanding of it.  It is good to get that feeling.  You are supposed to be inspired by

something powerful and by the ideals.  (Woman, Post 4, p.  12)
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Appendix G:

NCP—Central Visitor Focus Group Interviews Quotes—Interpretation
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Interpretation Quotes

� I just thought that [ranger program] was an incredible presentation, probably one of

the best I’ve ever heard.  I really appreciate the way the ranger made the whole thing

come alive.  And I thought about it in terms of how unpopular Lincoln was in his day

and yet he persevered and stuck with his ideas.  The ranger talked about Lincoln’s

press and how he was maligned in the press on a daily basis, and yet he stuck with

his ideals.  I like that the ranger shared that with people—the struggle that Lincoln

went through (Man, Post 1, p.  6).

� The interesting is that Lincoln is a symbol of this country.  But when the

ranger went and asked everybody, there were very few people from the same

state—Alaska, foreign countries—very few people were actually from one

state.  It is multi-cultural, with different attitudes, different expressions.  That

is what this country all about  (Man, Post 1, p.  6).

� Woman 1: “One thing that I thought was interesting [was] when I first got

over there, there’s so many things that we go to where there’s like a plaque or

something giving an overall view of what’s there.  And the way we went in, I

saw nothing.  I like to process information and [not fulfilling] that bothers

me.  There wasn’t anything there.  And had I not been lucky enough to be

there [to hear the ranger program] I probably would’ve walked away with a

lot of questions in my mind.”

Woman 2: “I felt like I was in limbo.”  (Post 3, p.  8)

� The program was great.  Because the ranger is a gentleman who had been there [the

battlefield].  The ranger has the passion of the events, and of what occurred.  It was

still very close to the ranger.  At our age, we have just heard about it, but we don’t
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have an understanding about the topic and what just happened there.  It was not just

like other tour guides.  This is a man with a passion.  Because he can speak of it—

you knew it was from the ranger’s heart.  It is good to listen to the ranger’s talk

(Man, Post 5, p.  3-4).

� Because that [Freedom is not free] is the high tide of the memorial.  That ties into the

Lincoln Memorial and the Vietnam Memorial.  Something to give you some

understanding of what the memorial demonstrates also.  Because we walked through

and we didn’t understand what we were seeing.  What the ranger described about

changed the whole picture for us.  We were not educated too much at the Korean

War.  We saw that and I said, ‘Yeah, I recognized it for what it is.’  But I don’t know

what it means (Man, Post 5,      p.  4).

� The Lincoln Memorial, he is obviously was a very dynamic person.  He went

through very tough times in the nation’s history.  I just wanted to be there and read

the Gettysburg Address and the Second Inaugural Address.  You do get a special

feeling, especially listening to the ranger�s talk.  He is very good, very passionate.

(Man, Post 8, p.  2)

� I think the ranger touched on that a little bit when he said that he saw that there were

parents here with children and [asked] “How would you feel if you lost a child?” The

ranger was pointing out that Lincoln lost more than one child.  It is true of all these

memorials.  Like the ranger said, “That’s somebody’s brother, somebody’s son, and

somebody’s father” (Woman,  Post 8, p.  7).

� Man 1: “The ranger’s enthusiasm, that grabbed me.  I heard the ranger talking and I

turned around.  Then I got closer and I got closer and I got closer.  The ranger was so

enthusiastic that I got excited.”

Man 2: “We were there from the very beginning.  And there was just a very small

group there.  But the more the ranger talked, and the ranger got louder as the ranger
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went—louder and louder and more passionate...and more people came flocking in”

(Post 8, p.  7).

� You really can get a feeling of it.  Like the ranger said, we wonder what would

Lincoln think if he walks up to the memorial, because he was not a popular

president.  A man of his time, he would not expect it.  I thought the ranger did a good

job to bring all the perspectives of the Vietnam War.  The ranger didn’t go to the

Korean and the Vietnam War, but you can get a sense of them.  The grand ideal—

righteousness and what war was all about (Post 9, p.  4).
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