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What Is Interpretive Design? 

Interpretation is a communication process 
designed to reveal the meaning and 
relationships of cultural and natural heritage 
to the public… 
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Interpretation Adds Interest and Value 

Revealing the “Genius Loci” or Spirit Of Place, the Message on 
Interpretive Panels Offer Education and Content That Invest the 
Public in a Trail's History and Significance. 



Interpretation Adds Interest and Value 

Interpretive Panels Inspire Stewardship In Trail Users By Reinforcing 
Awareness of Natural and Cultural Resources. 
 



Interpretation Adds Interest and Value 

Well Designed Sign Programs Can Foster and Demonstrate 
Community Pride In Local Heritage. 



Interpretation Adds Interest and Value 

Interpretive Signage is Self-Sustaining in that it Can Provide a High-quality 
User Experience Without the Need for Onsite Staff or Extensive Facilities 
Maintenance. 



Interpretation Adds Interest and Value 

They offer a Consistent Message to Multiple Users at Any Given Time, 
Can Be Observed At The Users’ Convenience, and Are Accessible at 
Any Time of The Day. 



Interpretation Adds Interest and Value 

Interpretive Signs Enhance The User Perception of a Trail Site, City, Or 
Region By Calling Attention to The Unique History and Identity of a Trail 
offering Users a Better Appreciation of The Surroundings and Local Lore.  



Interpretation Adds Interest and Value 

Engaging Interpretive Signs and Exhibits Can Become Destinations Unto 
Themselves. 
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Initial Trail Design 
The Agency Perspective 

•! Intended Purpose 
!! Transit, Destination, Connectivity, Education, Protection of Biological, Cultural, Historical Assets 

•! Establish a Clear Mode of Use 
!! Foot, Mountain Bike, Horses, OHV, Multi-Use, Dogs. 
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Create a Project Description to Meet Trail and 

Interpretive Elements Goals: 
 

•! Change Use Patterns 
•! Environmental Conservation 
•! Education 
•! Habitat Protection 
•! Public Health 
•! Historic Preservation 
•! Recreation 



Initial Trail Design 
The Agency Perspective 

 
Navigation of the 

Environmental Process: 
 

•! Regulatory Influence 
•! View as an Opportunity 

!!Biologic Study, Cultural Records Search, National 
Archeological Database.   
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The Agency Perspective 

 
Assembly of 

Design Team: 
 

Biologist, Archaeologist, Paleontologist, Local 
Native American Tribes, Cities, CADFW, USFWS, 
Historians, Graphic Arts, Landscape Architects.  
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Conduct Research 

About the Site: 
 

Libraries, Museums, Colleges, Internet, Tribal 
Leaders, Biological Opinions, Cultural Records 
Search.  



Initial Trail Design 
The Agency Perspective 

 
Determine Points of Interest 

Appropriate Trail Length: 
 
 

•! Features to Emphasize, and Plan Out Stops:  
Theme Throughout, Be Consistent, Match 
Design to the Site. 



Initial Trail Design 
The Agency Perspective 

 
Adoption of 

Emerging Technologies: 
 

•! Use of QR Codes 
•! Beacons - Geo Fence (30-150') 
 



Initial Trail Design 
The Agency Perspective 

 
Determine Points of Interest 

Appropriate Trail Length: 

 
•! Interpretation Extends Beyond The Trail and It’s 

Regional Implications 
 



Discovery and Analysis – What is Unique 



Identify & Integrate 
Interpretation Opportunities  

•  Flora 
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•! Historical 
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Identify & Integrate 
Interpretation Opportunities  

•  Hydrological 
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Interpretive Implementation Strategies 

•! Maximize The Use of Each Trails Unique Natural, Historical, Cultural Features 
•! Connect The Dots Among The Features and Trail 
•! Map a Graphic Representation of Interpretive Opportunities Along The Route 
•! Narrow The Focus of The Story – What Stands Out, What Fades Away 
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Interpretive Implementation Strategies 

•  Consider The Impact of Drawing Attention to Fragile Resources 

Ø  Will Bringing Attention to Them Do More Harm Than Good? 

•  What Is The Potential For Vandalism  

Ø  How Does That Inform Your Approach? 

•  Storyboard The Route  

Ø  Interpretive Locations at Appropriate Intervals. 

•  Consider Suitable Materials  

Ø  For The Environment and For The Signs. 

•  Create a Unified Motif  

Ø  Tie The Elements Together. 
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The Design Process – Putting it All Together 
 
Messaging 
 
•  7th – 9th Grade Reading Level 
•  Relevant to Smart Phone, Digital 

Generation 
•  Interpretive Not Instructional  
•  Cultural Compatibility 
 
Graphics 
 
•  Attention Getting 
•  Tell The Story Visually 
•  Color and Design Compliment The Trail 
•  Adds to Understanding of Message 
•  Spacing 
•  Less Is More 
•  Allow Space For Visual Interpretation 

 
Size 
 
•  Appropriate For Space 

Ø  Don’t Overwhelm, Don’t Disappear 

•  Consider Not Only The Panel, But The 
Mounting and How All of it Relates and 
Affects The Graphics 

 
Typography 
 
•  Clear and Concise 
•  Serif Or San Serif Are O.K. 
•  Avoid Italics, Bold, Overly Decorative – 

Script 
•  Limit to 2 – 3 Fonts 
•  Agency Style and Guidelines 
•  ADA Legibility 
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The Design Process – Putting it All Together 
 

Size 

•! Appropriate For Space 

!! Don’t Overwhelm, Don’t 
Disappear 

•! Consider Not Only The Panel, 
But The Mounting and How All 
of it Relates and Affects The 
Graphics 





Typography 

•  Clear and Concise 
•  Serif Or San Serif Are O.K. 
•  Avoid Italics, Bold, Overly Decorative – 

Script 
•  Limit to 2 – 3 Fonts 
•  Agency Style and Guidelines 
•  ADA Legibility 
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North Etiwanda Preserve 

•! Established 1998 
•! 762 acres of County Land 
•! Freeway mitigation, open 

space preservation 
•! 3.2 Miles of Primary Trail with 

extensions 
•! Riversidean Alluvial Fan Sage 

Scrub plant community 
•! Remnants of Historic 

Settlements, Water 
Management and Aboriginal 
Groups 

•! Trail and Historical Site 
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Cucamonga Basin #6 

•! 67 acre flood control basin 
•! Riparian & wetland habitats 
•! Plant Habitat Trails   
•! Water Use & Conservation 
•! Habitat Restoration 
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Jefferson Park Phil and Nell Soto 
 
Interpretive features: 

•! ±2 acres nature & historic park  
•! Educational & Discovery Panels 
•! Themed Gardens 
•! Architectural Accents  
•! Hands on Kids Elements   
•! Water resource education  













Joshua Tree Visitor Center and Nature Trail 

•! ±640 acres  
•! County Regional Park. 
•! Home to a Fragile Desert 

Ecosystem.  
•! Sustainability and 

Environmental Stewardship 
•! Native, Historical Cultural 

Unique and Sensitive 
Habitats. 

 
Expected Groundbreaking 2014 
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Joshua Tree Visitor Center and Nature Trail 


