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Chapter 1: Defining Visitor Services 

1.1

Introduction
This chapter introduces Alberta Parks’ current definitions 
of Visitor Services and its value and benefits to Alberta 
Parks and park users and the communities nearby. It 
is vital that Visitor Services field staff and their managers 
can clearly articulate these benefits in order to assure that 
appropriate Visitor Services offerings in the David Thompson 
Corridor are provided. Also, this knowledge will assist 
Visitor Services program managers to defend and justify their 
programs to the public, regional and provincial managers 
and political representatives. 

As well, this chapter includes summaries of current 
concepts and ideas used in best practice by heritage 
interpreters and environmental educators. These 
ideas are the foundation for effective Visitor Services 
programming. 
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Visitor Ser vices Development Plan for the David Thompson Corridor

Interpretation
Alberta Parks does not have an official definition of 
interpretation. Until one is developed we recommend using one 
of the clearest and most long-standing definitions developed by 
Freeman Tilden, a pioneer of heritage interpretation:

“Heritage interpretation is an educational activity which 
aims to reveal meanings and relationships through the use of 
original objects, by firsthand experience, and by illustrative 
media, rather than simply to communicate factual 
information.”

District Alberta Parks Staff also include use the following 
definitions:

Interpretation encourages people to develop positive attitudes, 
values, and behavior in regard to the natural environment. 
This fact allows interpretation to be used as a management 
tool to develop public support and involvement in protected 
areas. 

Interpretive programs can provide messages, facilitate 
experiences, develop skills etc , which deal with the natural, 
cultural, aspects of the environment, as well as management 
concerns and initiatives.  Interpretive programming should 
be directed by site specific interpretive themes and include                                                                                                                   
concepts dealing with global environmental and provincial 
concerns.

In Alberta Parks Visitor Services staff develop and deliver a 
wide variety of interpretation programs focusing on the natural 
and cultural history of a site or region. 

Education
Current offerings can be divided into two main areas:

Environmental Education
These programs are based on grade-specific science and social 
studies subjects, topics and learning outcomes developed by 
Alberta Education.

Extended Learning Opportunities 
This is a term used by district Visitor Services staff. It takes in 
Informal and Life-Long Learning—terms used by some Alberta 
Parks districts and most parks agencies across the country. 
This programming is aimed at adults and families with topics 
aimed at increasing awareness and understanding of natural 
and cultural history and/or increasing skills in topic areas such 
as wildlife-watching, nature craft, and stewardship skills. In 
extended programs, such as the week-long paleontology field 
programs a Dinosaur Provincial Park, they encompass Learning 
Enrichment and Experiential Travel programming. 

Information/Orientation
According to district Visitor Services staff this program is:

… a communications process that concentrates on providing 
people with facility and recreational opportunity information, 
safety and security information, management activities and 
regulation information, and marketing and promotional 
information

Information/Orientation programs are designed to assist site users:
• how to find the park or protected area, and plan their visit
• how to find their way around
• know what amenities are available (e.g., camp sites, trails, boat 

launches, beaches, etc.)
• know activities they can take part in and where
• to know what services and activities are available (including 

interpretation, education, stewardship, recreation and special 
event offerings)

• know and understand rules, regulations and restrictions
• know the names and locations of key natural and cultural 

features

Stewardship
Alberta Parks uses this definition:

“Stewardship is an ethic of knowledge, caring and action 
toward the preservation, conservation and enjoyment of our 
rich natural and cultural heritage in Alberta.”

Visitor Services’ stewardship programs are designed to increase 
participants’ knowledge and caring about an Alberta Parks 
site’s natural and cultural features. They may also help build 
capacity (knowledge, skills and inclinations) of individuals, 
groups and communities to take appropriate and timely action 
to care for these features. 

Stewardship and its implications for Visitor Services is further 
defined on pages 1.9 and 1.10 of this chapter. 

Special Events
In these open-to-the-public events, Visitor Services staff and 
other park staff work with a variety of partners to promote and 
host special events on Alberta park’s properties. These events 
may feature appropriate recreation activities such as cross-
country ski races or Parks Day events that offer a variety of 
family orientated activities.

What is Natural Heritage Tourism
The Alberta Tourism, Parks and Recreation website defines this 
as encouraging 

“…Alberta residents and visitors to discover and enjoy the 
province’s natural heritage through a variety of outdoor 
recreation and nature-based tourism opportunities, facilities and 
accommodation services.”

Interim Definitions of Key Visitor Services Program Areas 
Gap: 
After consulting Visitor Services Planner, Ted Ritzer, it appears that currently Alberta Parks does not have a set of universally accepted agency-accredited definitions of some program areas. 

According to district Visitor Services staff this will be addressed  by a Provincial Visitor Services Strategic Plan in the near future. In the meantime, EcoLeaders has provided a set of interim 
definitions for the purpose of this plan. It is expected that Visitor Services staff will replace them when standard definitions are developed by Alberta Parks. 
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1.3

What Visitor Services Does
Visitor Services provides Albertans and visitors to the province 
with opportunities to explore, understand, appreciate and 
participate in the stewardship of Alberta’s natural and cultural 
heritage. Many of its initiatives enhance public awareness of 
our relationship to and dependence upon the natural world 
and our connections with the past. 

The Visitor Services Program includes the following 
program areas:

• interpretation
• education
• information/orientation
• stewardship 
• special events

 see the sidebar on the facing page for 
definitions.

• natural heritage tourism (see definition on below)

Natural Heritage Tourism
The Alberta Tourism, Parks and Recreation website defines 
this as encouraging 

“…Alberta residents and visitors to discover and enjoy the 
province’s natural heritage through a variety of outdoor 
recreation and nature-based tourism opportunities, facilities 
and accommodation services.” 

These programs can be delivered in a number of locations 
and via a wide variety of formats including:

• onsite using personal and non-personal media 
and methods 

• offsite and outreach using personal and non-
personal media and methods

• virtual/electronic using new media and methods 
ranging from real-time interactive (e.g., video 
conferencing) to passive real-time (e.g., critter 
cams) 

For definitions of personal and non-personal media 
and methods and a detailed review and assessment of 
interpretive, educational and information/orientation 
media and methods see Chapter 6 of this plan.

Benefits of Visitor Services
The benefits of Visitor Services can be understood from several 
perspectives. Visitor Services can help to achieve Alberta 
Parks’ mandates and goals as they relate to:

The Alberta Parks agency: 
a) be a visible positive presence in the community and 

throughout the province
b) enhance the image of the agency
c) inform the community about the  purpose and 

nature of Alberta Parks programs
d) develop advocates and support for Alberta Parks 

and its programs
e) encourage public participation in management
f) celebrate or commemorate, deepening bonds of 

belonging and identity
g) revenue generation (fees for products and services)

The Protected Area:
a)  foster appropriate use including engagement of 

visitors in stewardship activities
b)  minimize impacts to fragile features through 

education and carefully managing visitor pressure
c)  develop advocates and support
d)  minimize visitor/neighbour impacts and /or conflicts
e)  reduce the need for regulation, enforcement and 

rescue

Beyond Protected Areas: 
a)  engage citizens in stewardship activities that extend 

beyond the site to the natural region, province, 
country and the planet 

b)  produce environmentally and culturally aware 
and literate citizens who value Alberta’s natural 
and cultural heritage, and that of the broader 
environment

c) develop advocates and support for values under 
management

d) foster sustainability values and behaviours 
(changing values and behaviours, consideration for 
future generations)

e) encourage a “greater ecosystem concept” in the 
management of neighbouring properties

What Visitor Services Is
District Alberta Parks staff provide the following definition:

Visitor Services is a communication and learning 
facilitation program through which Alberta Parks 
informs, inspires and involves Albertans to increase 
their understanding of, respect for and connection to 
the natural world.

Visitor Services Program is the public face of Alberta Parks. 
The Visitor Services program is a key tool used by Alberta 

Parks to achieve its mission, vision and goals and those of 
the Ministry of Tourism, Parks and Recreation (see Chapter 
2: Foundations Review for a summary of Alberta Park’s 
mandate and the provincial, Ministry, Department and site-
level documents and initiatives that Visitor Services support). 
Visitor Services staff have a responsibility to follow the 
directions provided in these foundations and to explain the 
nature of the agency in ways that generate support for the 
agency, ministry and province.
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Action research is an ongoing process of trying new 
approaches, gathering and analyzing data on effectiveness, 
and making changes and improvements on-the-fly. It 
typically is designed and conducted by teachers and 
interpreters to try new approaches and to improve their 
current practice. 

Action research is a family of research methodologies 
which pursue action e.g., Visitor Services programming)  
and research (assessment of learning) at the same time. 
This is done by using a cyclic or spiral process which 
alternates between:

• planning for specific learning outcomes
• action to achieve the specified learning
• observation and documentation of results of the 

action
• critical reflection and analysis of the results 
• re-initiating the cycle by marking modifications in 

the learning plan and putting them into action
 (see diagram on facing column)

This repeating cycle results in a continuous refining 
of methods and increased understanding of new and 
traditional interpretation techniques.

Why This is Important
Action research has the potential to generate genuine and sustained improvements 
in education and interpretation programming. It gives Visitor Services staff new 
opportunities to reflect on and assess their teaching; to explore and test new ideas, 
methods, and materials; to assess how effective the new approaches were; to share 
feedback with fellow team members; and to make decisions about which new 
approaches to include in the team’s curriculum, instruction, and assessment plans.

Key Models and Definitions Considered
The literature on informal learning, interpretation 
environmental education and tourism contains many 
concepts and learning models that may have relevance 
to Visitor Services programming in the David Thompson 
Corridor. These models are based on current understanding 
of how people learn and how effective community 
engagement and stewardship initiatives work. 

It is essential that Visitor Services staff in the David 
Thompson Corridor understand and can apply these models. 
This will ensure that interpretation and education services 
are engaging and effective and meet the needs and interests 
of program participants.  

EcoLeaders has identified important models that are 
discussed briefly in alphabetical order below:

These learning models will be referred to throughout this 
Visitor Services plan.  

Established Best Practice Learning Models That can Be Applied to Visitor 
Services in The David Thompson Corridor

Action Research
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In 1956, Benjamin Bloom headed a group of educational 
psychologists who developed a classification of levels of 
intellectual behavior important in learning.

Bloom identified six levels within the cognitive domain, 
from the simple recall or recognition of facts, as the lowest 
level, through increasingly more complex and abstract 
mental levels, to the highest order which is classified as 
evaluation. Recently Bloom’s model has been updated by 
a number learning researchers who retain six levels by 
merging two of Bloom’s mid-level and add a final upper 
level, “creating”. Typical learning activities and products 
for each level are listed below.

Remembering (Knowledge): 
Learning Activities
 arrange, define, duplicate, label, list, memorize, 

name, order, recognize, relate, recall, repeat, 
reproduce, state

Learning Products
 definitions, fact sheets, recitations, lists, work 

sheets

Understanding (Comprehension): 
Learning Activities
 classify, describe, discuss, explain, express, 

identify, indicate, locate, recognize, report, restate, 
review, select, translate

Learning Products
 drawings, paraphrasing, peer teaching, summary

Applying: 
Learning Activities
 apply, choose, demonstrate, dramatize, employ, 

illustrate, interpret, operate, practice, schedule, 
sketch, solve, use, write

Learning Products
 collect, interview, models, presentations, role-

playing, simulation

Analyzing: 
Learning Activities
 analyze, appraise, calculate, categorize, compare, 

contrast, criticize, differentiate, discriminate, 
distinguish, examine, experiment, question, test

Learning Products
 chart, plan spreadsheet, summary, survey

Evaluating: 
Learning Activities
 appraise, argue, assess, attach, choose compare, 

defend estimate, judge, predict, rate, core, select, 
support, value, evaluate.

Learning Products
 critique, report, recommendations, self-evaluation

Creating: 
Learning Activities
 combine, create, compose, design, formulate, 

hypothesize, invent, predict
Learning Products
 puppet show, cartoon, poem, skit, story, play, 

multimedia production, video

Why This is Important
It is essential that Visitor Services staff understand Bloom’s Taxonomy and apply it 
to their school and public programming. Interpretation and education must extend 
beyond remembering and understanding (the lowest levels of learning) and extend 
through applying and analyzing into the high levels such as evaluating and creating. 
This is especially important when developing programming for multiple repeat 
visitors and LEET Tourism. Participants in these programs will likely have acquired 
significant levels of knowledge and understanding and are looking for opportunities 
to expand and apply their knowledge and skill through upper-level learning 
opportunities.  

Why This is Important
The Alberta Parks Stewardship Model focuses on audience prior knowledge, 
interests, needs and abilities and incorporates current best-practices of 
interpretation, environmental education, inquiry learning, and experiential 
education. In this model, VS staff facilitate discovery and encourage questioning 
through hands-on activities, and through longer-duration workshops and courses. 

They also provide opportunities for two-way communication where participants 
can ask questions and share their discoveries, experiences and expertise with VS 
staff and other participants. VS staff must know what their audience already knows, 
what they already feel and believe and how they behave. Knowing this, VS staff 
craft offerings that are both appealing and satisfying to their audiences, as well as 
interesting and intellectually challenging.

Blooms Taxonomy
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Physical Needs 
Experienced group leaders dress for the seasonal conditions to ensure that they are 
comfortable and effective leaders throughout the program. However, the leader 
must constantly monitor the comfort of all members of the group throughout the 
program, altering it to ensure that comfort levels are kept at a maximum. Watch, listen 
and regularly ask participants how things are going. 

Key points to remember are:
• children have smaller bodies that cool off and tire more quickly than 

adults. They need access to sanitary facilities sooner and more urgently 
as well. 

• some people come dressed in less than adequate clothing 
- make sure you stress the need for season-suitable, outdoor clothing in 

program promotions
Proper clothing may be critical to the success of your program. 

Safety Needs 
Many outdoor leaders recognize that safety has both a physical and psychological 
aspect. They think about participant safety issues in terms of real risk (specific 
quantifiable safety factors like the real risk of electrocution crossing an open hilltop 
during a lightning storm) and perceived risk (how safe the participant thinks the 
situation is – e.g., a participant from another country may have an all-consuming 

Abraham Maslow published his theory of human motivation in 
1943. Its simple, common-sense approach is very appealing. 

Maslow’s theory explained that human needs are 
hierarchical. For a person to effectively learn and perform 
tasks, certain environmental and social criteria must be met. 
Many people represent Maslow’s five criteria as a pyramid 
(see the sidebar below) – the base being the lowest, most 
essential level of needs and the tip representing the needs 
concerned with a person’s highest potential. Each level of 
the pyramid is dependent on the previous level. For example, 
a person does not feel the second need until the demands of 
the first have been satisfied.

Why This is Important
All Visitor Services staff working in the David Thompson Corridor must understand 
and be able to apply Maslow’s Hierarchy. Understanding the hierarchy is important 
to successfully lead a group, especially in outdoor situations. 

Visitor Services program participants will take part in activities most effectively if 
they are comfortable, feel safe and welcome. Conversely, they will perform poorly 
when they are uncomfortable, scared or humiliated. The following are some general 
tips for using Maslow’s criteria to make your program more effective.

Maslow’s Hierarch 
of Needs

Self-actualization Needs
Maslow describes self-actualization as a person’s need to reach his/her calling – be and do 
that which the person was born to do. ‘A musician must make music, and a biologist must 
look at bugs.’ If these needs are not met, the person feels restlessness, on edge, tense and 
lacking something. 

Esteem Needs
All people need a stable, firmly based and high level of self-respect, and respect from 
others, in order to feel satisfied, self-confident and valuable. If these needs are not 
met, the person feels inferior, weak, helpless and worthless. 

Social Needs
These are needs for friendship, love and a sense of belonging. Participants need to 
feel they are part of the group and have friends. They will learn and perform at 
higher levels in a friendly rewarding atmosphere and they will perform poorly 
when feeling lonely and alienated. 

Safety Needs
To learn and function best, program participants must feel safe in 
the environment you are bringing them into. This is a physical and 
psychological need – to enjoy freedom from fear. 

Physiological Needs
These are basic biological needs such as food, water and warmth. 
These needs are the strongest. In cases of extreme deprivation, the 
person would die. In the context of working with park visitors and 
students, they cannot learn or perform useful tasks when they are 
uncomfortable – thirsty, hungry, cold or wet. 

Maslow‘s Hierarchy of Needs
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- caring for the health of the land for future generations 
and long-term economic stability

- recognizing the link between civilization, 
urbanization, and the land-base and ecosystems that 
are vital to survival

- recognizing the intrinsic value and right to exist of all 
life on earth

It is in this principle that the essence of land stewardship 
exists. 

“A land ethic, then, reflects the existence of an ecological 
conscience, and this in turn reflects a conviction of 
individual responsibility for the health of the land. 
Health is the capacity of the land for self-renewal. 
Conservation is our effort to understand and preserve 
this capacity...” Aldo Leopold, A Sand County Almanac.

4. Resource Conservation 
- maximizing efficiency and striving to reduce the one-

time consumption of renewable and non-renewable 
resources

- aiming for long-term optimization versus short-term 
maximization of production

Why This is Important
Stewardship is a central mandate for Alberta Parks. It is also a core motivation  for 
park users to volunteer to take part in projects that take care of specific sites in 
Alberta parks. Visitor Services staff must understand and be able to repeat the 
Alberta parks definition of stewardship. They also must be aware of the broader 
definitions included here in order to communicate effectively with park visitors 
and current and potential partners about specific stewardship issues in parks and 
protected areas in the David Thompson Corridor and within the greater Alberta 
Parks system. Knowledge and understanding of stewardship concepts and initiatives 
will be especially important to Visitor Services staff leading or participating in 
Citizen Science and LEET Tourism programming. 

Stewardship of the natural and cultural values of Alberta 
Parks properties and by extension those values of the province 
as a whole is a core mandate of Alberta Parks (see Agency 
Foundations in Chapter 2). Stewardship is defined by Doug 
Marvin (personal communication), head of Alberta Parks 
stewardship services, as:

“… an ethic of knowledge, caring and action toward 
the preservation, conservation and enjoyment of our 
rich natural and cultural heritage in Alberta.”

Doug Marvin (personal communication)

This definition is supported further by one articulated by 
Ken P. Gurr on the Land Stewardship of Canada’s website 
(www.landstewardship.org/learnabout.asp) as:

“the practice of carefully managing land usage to ensure 
natural systems are maintained or enhanced for future 
generations.”

Gurr further expands this definition to include:

“… stewardship is about re-discovering our long-
forgotten natural ‘instincts’ of awe and respect for 
Nature: restoring some of our sense of wonder and 
magic from childhood…[and] preserving the capacity of 
the land for self-renewal.”

Guiding Principles of Stewardship

Gurr’s principles are: 

1.  Caring for the System as a Whole 
- understanding the fundamental roles and values of 

natural systems
- incorporating an understanding of the ecological 

cycles on the landscape (water, energy, nutrients) 
- understanding how land-use practices can either 

benefit, be in harmony, or negatively impact these 
cycles and other land-users, flora and fauna

2.  Maintaining, Building and Enhancing Stability in Nature 
- maintain and encourage natural biological diversity 

and complexity
- maintaining natural areas and functions on the land 

(this includes wildlife habitat conservation)

3. Cultural Values and Ethics 

Stewardship
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