
Environmental Interpretation- ENVS 179 

Spring 2016 

Course Syllabus 

 

Instructor: Whitney Cohen 

Office Hours: Monday 2-3pm, Life Lab Office on the UCSC Farm (CASFS), or by 

appointment 

Contact information: whcohen@ucsc.edu, 459-5395 

Class Meeting Time: Tues/Thurs, 2:00-3:45 

Location:   

 

Course Overview 

 

Environmental interpretation is a form of environmental education that occurs outside of 

the classroom, within a natural environment or museum, aquarium, or the like. Unlike 

traditional classroom education, environmental interpreters engage with audiences in 

more informal settings where external rewards (such as grades, certificates, etc.) are 

absent or are at least less emphasized. Environmental interpreters confront similar 

challenges to classroom teachers, but they also face unique ones, including how to 

focus the attention of a non-captive audience, how to work with a wide range of age 

groups, and how to organize a presentation while also remaining attentive and open to 

nature’s “teachable moments.”  

 

Environmental interpreters accompany others in nature and interpret nature’s actions in 

a way that is fun and engaging. But good interpretation goes far beyond this. As 

Freeman Tilden explained, interpretation is not merely information, but provocation. It is 

an art that touches someone, and relates an otherwise abstract topic to his or her 

personal life. Environmental interpreters have the opportunity to inspire a deep 

connection to nature; a clear understanding of the workings of the natural world and the 

impact of humans on the environment; and a sense of motivation to adopt behaviors 

that enhance and protect the natural world. In this regard, environmental interpreters 

are agents for change in our society.  

 

Learning Outcomes 

 

This upper division course is designed to give advanced environmental studies students 

the knowledge and skills necessary to become effective environmental interpreters. This 

course is a field-based seminar that will explore the theoretical, technical, and personal 

dimensions of interpretation through readings, conversations, classroom exercises, 

group projects, presentations, and an internship at one of several local environmental 

interpretation organizations. The course is focused specifically on interpreting regional 

natural and cultural history to diverse audiences. Hands-on, interactive, reflective, and 

collaborative work are all emphasized.  



 

Expected Time Allocations  

 

According to UCSC Policy, one academic credit is equal to 3 hours for work a week, so 
a 5-unit class equals 15 hours of work/week. I estimate your time will be spent as 
follows: 

ENVS 179 (5 Units) 

Attending Class 3.5 

Readings  2.5 

Sit Spot 1 

Journal Entries 3 

Essays 2.5 

Group Presentation 
Prep. 

2.5 

Total 15 

 

 

The required 2-unit internship will involve 6-8 hours of work per week in addition to the 

work associated with the 5-unit seminar. 

 

Expectations as a Member of the Class Community 

 

Your participation and contributions to the classroom community are vital to the success 

of this course. Teaching is not a transmission of knowledge from one person to another. 

Rather it is a process in which each person is actively participating and learning from 

others. This is particularly true when trying to become better environmental interpreters. 

Learning in this course actively involves: 

 Doing - Giving interpretive programs 

 Reflecting - Looking at what went well and what could be done better 

 Giving and Receiving Feedback- Learning from others how they experienced 

your program and providing your perspective on other students’ presentations 

 Integrating- Consciously working to incorporate changes to your interpretive style 

to more effectively reach your audience 

 

I also expect each member of the class to contribute to a safe, respectful, honest, open, 

and attentive space to share our collective experiences. Creating this space may in part 

come naturally to all of us, but it may also require some deliberate action on your part. 

For example, you may need to: 

 Step Up – If you notice you have contributed less than most students, push 

yourself to speak up more in the group 



 Step Back – If you notice you have contributed more than most students, 

consciously withhold yourself from making more comments and instead practice 

more active listening 

 Elevate your attentiveness to the class community by being committed to being 

on time (or even early!) to class and turning off and putting away your phone 

 Take on a leadership role in a group 

 Support someone else in a leadership role   

 

Academic Evaluation 

 

Contributions to the Class Community: 25%. Your contribution includes attendance, 

being prepared for each class (read readings, ready to present activities, etc.), actively 

recording notes/reflections/ideas in your journal during class, participating in 

discussions and activities, giving constructive feedback, bringing a supportive, positive, 

playful attitude, and treating all class members respectfully. In the case of illness or 

other serious circumstances, your absence will be excused. In this case, it is your job to 

notify me by email before class. It is also your responsibility to get any assigned 

readings or handouts from a classmate.  

 

Interpretive Writings: 35%. Three written papers are required for the course. Each 

assignment is described in separate documents on eCommons. Assignment 1, entitled 

“A Person in Place,” (5%) will be due during Week 4. Assignment 2, “Witnessing 

Interpretation,” (10%) will be due during Week 7. Assignment 3, “My Interpretive 

Philosophy,” (20%) will be discussed throughout the quarter and will be due on the day 

when the final is scheduled for this course. You are also welcome to turn it in earlier, 

such as on the last day of class. For students with internships, this paper will serve as 

the primary written reflection of your experiences associated with your internship and 

this course, and will double as your final paper for your internship. 

 

Interpretive Activities/Project: 20%. Two group presentations will be required. The 

first presentations (5%) will involve groups of 2 students working together to lead the 

class in  an environmental interpretation activity lasting approximately 10 minutes. For 

this presentation, I will assign activities to each group. The second group presentation 

will be completed in groups of about 4. Each group will present a 30- to 40-minute 

interpretive activity to the entire class toward the end of the quarter. We will work on this 

project throughout the quarter, and information on the evaluation criteria for the project 

is available in eCommons. 

 

Course Journals: 20%. A key element in becoming a better interpreter involves 

reflecting on your experiences and growing knowledge. Your class journal is designed 

to be a written account of such reflection. This notebook/journal should be divided into 4 

sections (3 if you don’t have an internship):  

  



1. Notes from Readings Class Discussions (5%):  This section should contain notes 

you make on the readings as preparation for in-class discussions, notes you take 

in class, and any other class activities that include writing. These will be 

assessed using open-journal quizzes on readings and class discussion topics. 

 

2. Sit Spot Journal (5%):  Simply put, spending time in nature with a quiet mind 

while paying attention to your surroundings is one of the most critical skills/habits 

you can develop as a nature educator. In this class, you will be required to find a 

“sit spot”-an accessible place in nature that you visit alone as much as you can. 

You will get to know this place intimately. It will become your place of connection 

with nature. Over the quarter, you will be required to visit your sit spot at least 

once per week. While at your sit spot, you will have the opportunity to practice 

different “core routines” of nature awareness and then record your experiences in 

your journal. We will use a specific journal format that we’ll discuss in Week 1, 

and that is described in the Journal Description document in eCommons. You will 

be required to turn in parts of your Sit Spot Journal throughout the quarter.  

 

3. Natural History Research Journal (5%): The more you know about plants, 

mammals, trees, reptiles, mollusks, ocean tides, weather patterns, underlying 

geology, etc…, the more you’ll be able to educate and inspire your students. As 

part of this class, you will keep a Natural History Research Journal that will 

broaden and deepen your understanding of the species, processes, and 

ecosystems that make up the environments that you will interpret to others 

throughout this class. You will be required to make at least 8 research journal 

entries throughout the quarter (one per week). We will use a specific journal 

format that we’ll discuss in Week 1, and that is described in the Journal 

Description document in eCommons. You will be required to turn in parts of your 

Natural History Journal throughout the quarter.  

 

4. Internship/Teaching Reflection Journal (5%):  A key element to becoming a 

better interpreter is reflecting on your experiences. You will be required to make 

at least 9 reflective journal entries (one per week) over the quarter. These 9 

journal entries double as the journal for your internship. Entries should primarily 

be reflective of your experience teaching and observing other interpreters in 

action. We will use a specific journal format that we’ll discuss in Week 1, and that 

is described in the Journal Description document in eCommons. You will be 

required to turn in parts of your journal throughout the quarter. At the end of the 

quarter, you will be required to turn in your entire journal/notebook. 

 

Course Texts 

There are 2 books and a Course Reader that we will read for the class. The books are: 

Coyote’s Guide to Connecting with Nature, by Jon Young, Ellan Haas, and Evan 

McGown, and The Natural History of the UCSC Campus, by Tonya Haff, Breck Tyler, 



and Martha Brown. All are available at the Bay Tree Bookstore and will be available on 

reserve at the UCSC Science & Engineering Library. Additional readings may be put on 

eCommons or passed out in class.  

 

Class Preparation:  

A lot of times, this class will take place outside - rain or shine. You need to come to 

class each day not only prepared to stay comfortable in changing environmental 

conditions (think rain, sun, clouds, wind, wet grass, etc.), but also prepared to 

participate as an informed contributor to in-class discussions, an enthusiastic presenter, 

and an active listener and giver of growth-oriented feedback. This is excellent practice 

for future jobs as environmental interpreters, where you will serve as a role model for 

the participants in your program. With this in mind, you should bring the following with 

you to class each day: 

 Warm layers: Layers that you can put on and take off as conditions change are 

best. A warm hat is especially helpful on cool days when we will be sitting for 

periods of time. 

 Sun protection: Sun hat, sunscreen, lip balm, and sunglasses (though you’ll 

need to remember to remove your sunglasses when presenting to the group) 

 Rain gear!  Clearly there will likely be some rainy days. We do have some 

shelter to use if it’s pouring, but a little rain will not keep us from having class 

outside! 

 Backpack to put all this stuff into: We will often need to move to different 

locations during a class. 

 Something to sit on (optional):  A piece of an ensolite pad, a trash bag, a 

backpack, a Crazy-creek chair, can all help to make sitting on the cold ground 

more comfortable. 

 Food/drink (optional):  Bring something to munch on and even to share with 

others! 

 Other optional geeky naturalist things to bring: binoculars, hand lens, field 

guides, digital camera, etc. 

 

 

 



 


