COMP.UT.ERinstructions for planners of informal environnental
educationl settings

"The conputer only does what you "tell" himto do." Thats sonething we were
told when we started to learn how to deal with these nmachi nes. And thats
exactly what we have to keep in mnd, when we talk about the utilisation of
informatics in informal educational settings.

To beginn with | would like to clarify what | mean by "informal education”
Evans (1981, 28) provided us with a conprehensive conceptual framework

whi ch includes all learning activities of human beings:

* "Incidental education - |earning which takes place without either a
consci ous attenpt to present on the part of the source or a conscious
attenpt to learn on the part of the |earner

* Informal education - learning results fromsituations where either the

| earner or the source of information has a conscious intent of prompting

| earning - but not both.

* Nonformal (out-of-school) education - any non-school |earning where both
the source and the | earner have conscious intent to pronote | earning.

* Formal (school) education - which differs fromnon-formal education by
its location within institutions called schools, which are characterized by
the use of age-graded classes of youth being taught a fixed curriculumby a
cadre of certified teachers using standard pedagogi cal nethods."
(enphazising in original text)

Whi | e nonformal education becane nore and nmore inportant over the years for
school kids, especially the infornal section is currently considered very
rel evant, last but not least for adults (e.g. Whlers 2001, 9ff.). Whet her
children or adults, both groups are target groups for infornmal education
institutions (e.g. zoos, botanical gardens, planetariuns, science centers,
protected areas, museuns). To be nobst effective it seens evident that the
nmet hods which are used to convey a content to the visitor should be very
wel | targeted. This should be especially the case when these tools are
expensi ve, which is the case e.g. when you use sonething fromthe big
storage of informatics (e.g. aninmatronics, video, interactive conputer,
G@S). In order to achieve this aimit is helpful to | ook at sone
characteristics for planning infornmal environmental education settings.
These characteristics will be explained by using the acronym
COMP.UT.ER (for literature see Whlers 2001):

C for CONTACTS.

Visitor research has shown over and over again that taking social contact
between the visitors into consideration when planning helps to inprove

| earning effects and attraction power of exhibits. The term "soci al
contact" does not only refer to the interaction between visitors but al so
between visitors and staff nenbers. Social interaction helps to foster
identification with the group, it is the basis for social learning and it
sinmply involves the visitor on a nuch nore intense |evel then w thout any
conmuni cation in the group

O for ORGAN ZATI ON

Organi zation sinply neans that planners of informal education should make
an effort to structure the contents of what is presented. This helps to
renmenmber the information presented and to contextualize it. The organizing
pattern of a presentation has to be woven into the whole plan in order to
be nost effective. This starts even with the appearance of the
architecture. An exanple for the organization of the content is e.g. the
use of an easy to renenber acronymlike COMP.UT.ER . But it could be a
song, a rhyne, a sinple nunerical list, a synbol, etc.



M for MESSAGE

This is sonething like the heart of the nmatter. Wat do we want to tell our
visitors, why should they care? W definitely need to organi ze the
infornation presented in a hierarchical form The bottomline is that we
should try to figure out the nessage of what we want to convey. This
nmessage shoul d be

* formulated in a single conplete sentence

* no longer then 10 words

* notivating

* suitable to get at the heart of what we present.

W need to concentrate on this right fromthe start of the planning process
in order to have a chance that there is sonething hopefullyevery visitor

t akes honme. The nessage al so helps to | ook for organizing patterns.

P for PARTI Cl PANTS

"Wear your guests shoes". This nmarketing statenent could be the summary of
what one could say about visitor oriented presentation. To be visitor
oriented we need to know as much as possi bl e about our (potential)
visitors. Depending on what we are planning there is a w de range of

possi ble information and i nformati on gat hering nethods. These are the
soci o- and psychographic infornmati on which we need to get a first

i mpressi on about the needs of our guests. Also inportant is a

poi nt - of - cont act - anal ysi s which basically nmeans that we shoul d check every
little detail the visitor might get in touch with before, during and after
his or her visit. Such an analysis also helps not only to | ook at a single
object or (e.g. conputer-)installation but to keep in mnd that the visit
is made up of everything the visitor gets in touch with. Therefore it seens
mandatory to work towards an overall conceptual plan and not to concentrate
on a couple of fancy installations.

CGeneral information about guests (or participants)are that they cone
voluntarily, and that there is usually a range of age groups which finally
does not necessarily have any pre-know edge.

U for USE

What “s the use of the presentation or installation? Do we want to convey a
certain idea, a certain feeling or maybe do we want to notivate our guests
to do sonething. If the installationis in a protected area, the use of the
presentation night be to make visitors want to get out and check out nature
t hensel ves or via a guided wal k.

The use of a presentation or installation should be spelled out as detailed
as possi bl e because again it helps to focus concerning nessage and

organi zation of the contents. This goes generally for every |earning
activity (see categories above) but ny inpression is that especially with
tools provided by informatics sonetinmes the means becone the end. Also e.g.
CD-ROVs often seemto be the final "dunp" for all the "inportant”

i nformati on which could not be included in the presentation itself. These

i nfornati on-dunps often have a depth no visitor ever really uses. This is a
probl em when we think about the costs involved to develop and to maintain

i nformati cs.

T for TECHNI CAL NMAI NTENANCE.

An exanpl e for bad maintenance in informal education are self-guided trails
whi ch usually are not keeped up after they are installed. But there are
many others |ike touch boxes, posters or entrance situations. If we do not
mai ntai n what we present then we have al nost |ost our visitors. Depending
on the kind of informatics used (roboter, CD-ROM infrared-wal kman devi ces)
mai nt enance can be quite cost-intensive.



E for EVALUATI ON

Al t hough eval uation is another cost factor it should be an integral part of
i nfornmal education. This goes especially for expensive installations which
is conmon with informatics. Careful front-end anal ysis, especially a
formative test phase of the installation and if possible a summative

eval uati on phase should be part of every conputer installation. These

eval uations shoul d be acconpanied by a structured expert planning process.
Toget her these conponents of visitor research and expert panels formthe
overal | planning process.

R for RESEARCH.

To be up to date with the research in the fields of informal environnental
education it helps to check out visitor research results. Especially in
north anerica the Visitor Studies Association offers a wi de range of
research results and groups in order to forward the presentation in

i nformal settings. These data together with research results from nationa
organi zati ons shoul d be taken into account when conducting the planning of
i nformal educati on.
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1 Another termfor "informal >education< in english is >interpretation<
(Wohl ers 2001, 1).



