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Accept the Final Report for the Docent and VVolunteer Program Structure Study.
SUMMARY

The Board of Directors (Board) reviewed a draft of the Docent and VVolunteer Program Structure
Study Report at a study session on October 11, 2017 (R-17-113). Following this meeting, staff
worked closely with the consultant, Conservation by Design, to revise the Report and
recommendations based on input received from the Board, volunteers, and docents. The
resulting Final Report is now before the Board for acceptance. The Final Report presents a
variety of recommendations to consider in further supporting and enhancing the Volunteer and
Docent Programs. The Acting General Manager working closely with staff will evaluate each
recommendation carefully to identify those that are most appropriate for the agency based on fit,
organizational culture, priorities, funding, staffing capacity, and Board goals. The Board will
consider implementation of selected recommendations as part of future Capital Improvement and
Action Plans, and Budgets. One of the first proposed implementation actions is the addition of a
new position in the Docent Program that will focus on interpretation/education. Funding for this
position is included in the proposed Fiscal Year 2018-19 Budget, which the full Board will first
review in May and consider approval for in June.

DISCUSSION

Project Background

In Fiscal Year (FY) 2016-17, a key project was included in the Action Plan for the Visitor
Services Department to Ensure that the Docent and Volunteer programs are structured to
provide the highest quality services to internal and external customers and enhance public
outreach.

On October 2016, staff published a Request for Proposals to solicit services from expert firms in
the field to assist Midpeninsula Regional Open Space District (Midpen) with this work. Three
proposals were received, and the General Manager entered into a contract with Conservation by
Design on January 2017 for an amount not-to-exceed $32,200.

As part of the research phase, Conservation by Design gathered information about Midpen and
our volunteers, docents, and staff, as well as other agencies and organizations, and conducted a
two-week site visit. Other specific actions included:
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1. Extensive review of documentation provided by the Docent and VVolunteer Program

Managers about each program.

Survey of former and current docents and volunteers.

3. Thirteen (13) interviews with management, staff, docents and volunteers, and a non-profit
partner agency.

4. Two (2) focus group meetings with docents and volunteers (to facilitate open conversations

with the consultants, staff were not present at these meetings).

Tours of Midpen preserves and attendance at a docent-led walk.

Review of response cards provided by program participants.

7. Meeting with the Board’s Diversity Ad Hoc Committee on March 8, 2017 to gather input
from the committee on diversity goals and priorities.

N

o o

In addition to gathering internal information, the consultants also interviewed 13 natural
resource-based agencies and organizations known to have well run and well respected volunteer
programs. The consultants collected information on trends and best practices, which are
included in the Report.

In March 2017, the consultants presented staff with their draft initial findings. Staff provided
early input to help guide the consultants as they developed useful information and identified
specific program enhancements.

In May 2017, the consultants provided a draft initial report that was extensively reviewed with
the involvement of former Assistant General Manager Woodhouse. In July 2017, the consultants
submitted a revised draft with responses to the feedback received from staff.

In October 2017, the Board reviewed the draft report at a well-attended study session that
included staff, docents, and volunteers (see report R-17-113). At the meeting, concerns were
raised about a perceived loss of creativity and flexibility for docents to design and lead programs.
The Board also received comments expressing strong support for the staff who manage the
docent and volunteer programs, and an acknowledgement that staff resources are stretched thin.

Following the Board study session, Assistant General Manager (now Acting General Manager)
Ana Ruiz and other staff hosted a meeting with docents and volunteers on November 17, 2017 to
gather more feedback. Everyone who spoke at the Board study session was personally invited by
telephone, and email invitations for this meeting were sent out to all docents and volunteers.

Between December and February, a team of staff, which included the Docent and Volunteer
Program Managers, completed an extensive review of the draft report to evaluate carefully the
concerns and areas of agreement raised by docents, volunteers, and the Board. Staff provided the
consultant with this feedback along with substantial edits to the Report in February 2018 to
arrive at the Final Report.

Notable edits to the Final Report include:
e Clarifying the value and intent of promoting creativity and flexibility for docent-led
programs (Pages 10, 25).

e Demonstrating how programs can embed specific centralized themes or key messages
that are important to relay to the public while retaining docent creativity and spontaneity
in program development and delivery (Page 5 and Recommendation 7).
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e Providing new docents with pre-developed program outlines and activities as models to
reference successful examples, and providing experienced docents the opportunity to
develop their own creative programs (Recommendation 8).

e Monitoring the success of the programs and receiving feedback to help expand upon what
is working well and make adjustments to what may need attention via a multi-prong
approach: participant feedback, self-evaluation, and periodic staff observations, and to
consider the benefits of a peer mentorship program (Recommendations 8, 12, 20, 30, 43).

Staff also identified specific edits to the Report regarding tone and language to clarify and
accurately reflect the context and intent of the recommendations, and address issues raised
regarding information about diversity, outreach, training, and performance feedback. In
addition, the Report more clearly states that the recommendations are offered as best professional
practices, approaches, and enhancements to further agency goals around outreach, engagement,
and education. Moreover, the Final Report clearly explains that Midpen will evaluate the
suitability of each recommendation to determine which to pursue based on agency values,
organizational culture, funding, and priorities.

Report Findings and Recommendations

Overall, the Study and Report finds that Midpen’s Docent and VVolunteer Programs are some of
the best run programs in the field and highly valued by both docents, volunteers, and the public
who engage in the activities. Consistent with the Board-approved Strategic Goals, Vision Plan,
and Financial and Operational Sustainability Model (FOSM), the Report identifies a variety of
recommendations to help expand upon the beneficial impact that these programs provide. These
recommendations keep in mind Midpen goals in reaching out to diverse communities, enhancing
the visitor experience, and improving overall operational efficiencies.

In total, the Report provides 43 recommendations (refer to Appendix B, page 43 for a summary).

The consultants believe that a key consideration for enhancing Midpen communications is the
development of a unified communications plan to increase coordination between departments
that engage in external communications. One component would be the development of a
comprehensive, long-range, Interpretive Master Plan.

The Report also recommends developing centralized themes that can be woven into docent-led
activities to help convey important key messages for the agency while still retaining program
creativity and flexibility, two characteristics that are important to the success of the Docent
Program. For example, during a drought when the agency may want to raise awareness around
water conservation and water protection, a docent-led activity that is focused on amphibians
could include information about the role of water in the life cycle of amphibians, and the role of
Midpen in protecting water resources that are critical to amphibian survival.

The Report further recommends enhancing how Midpen tracks and measures the effectiveness
and success of each program. Currently, staff measure aspects such as the number of volunteer
hours and the number of participants in docent hikes. Additional measurements may be added to
track how effective the programs are in reaching their goals, such as measuring how well the
messages are understood and retained by docent activity participants.
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Additional staffing is also a recommendation in the Report to further support the Docent and
Volunteer programs, as well as provide increased capacity for program growth and development,
and expand administrative and training support. The additional staffing would allow Midpen to
scale up to meet the growing public interest and demand in docent and volunteer programs, and
continue its success in providing these programs to the community.

Furthermore, the Report recommends clarifying roles between the docent and volunteer
programs, as well as between the Visitor Services and Public Affairs departments. Examples
include enhanced coordination of administrative functions between the programs, and improved
coordination when developing overall interpretive themes and messages.

FISCAL IMPACT

Sufficient funds for this project were included in both the FY2016-17 and FY2017-18 Budgets.
No additional funding is required for the current fiscal year. The Board will consider approving
the implementation of recommendations with fiscal implications as part of future fiscal year
budgets. The upcoming proposed FY2018-19 Budget includes approximately $50,196 (based on
a mid fiscal year date of hire) for a new position focused on interpretation/education, which the
Board will review in May and consider approval in June.

BOARD COMMITTEE REVIEW

The consultants met with the Board’s Diversity Ad Hoc Committee on March 8, 2017 to receive
input on the Board’s diversity goals. The full Board of Directors received a review of the draft
Report at a study session on October 11, 2017, at which time individual Board members
provided their input.

PUBLIC NOTICE

Public notice was provided as required by the Brown Act. Docents and Volunteers received
notifications of both the availability of the Final Report for review and of this Agenda Item via
email on April 30, 2018.

CEQA COMPLIANCE

This item is not a project subject to the California Environmental Quality Act.

NEXT STEPS

Pending Board acceptance of the Report, the Acting General Manager will work closely with
staff to carefully evaluate the recommendations and identify those that are most appropriate for
the agency based on fit, organizational culture, priorities, funding, staffing capacity, and Board
goals. Staff will program the selected recommendations into a phased implementation plan for
inclusion into future proposed Capital Improvement and Action Plans, and Budgets, for Board
review and approval.

Attachment:

1. Docent & Volunteer Programs Structure Study — Final Report
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The purpose of this study is to assist Midpeninsula Regional Open Space Disfrict management
with evaluating the current and potential future roles, structure, and operations of the Docent
and Volunteer programs. This study acknowledges the strengths of the two programs, identifies
opportunities for further program enhancement and development, and makes recommendations
fo help the Visitor Services Department (“Visitor Services”) prepare for the future.

Some recommendations are specific fo the Visitor Services department, and others affect the
District as a whole. In particular, we will show how and why an agency-wide cultural shift in
the District’s approach to public communications can help the District build on its existing strong
public support fto communicate the importance of stewardship among visitors, neighbors, and
consfituents, increase active participation in land and resource stewardship activities, and
expand public inferest in the profection and preservation of our local natural resources.

The District will need to defermine which suite of recommendations are most appropriate for
the agency, based on its goals for the growth and development of each program, and on
agency values and culture.

Drivers Behind This Study

As set out in the District's 2014 Vision Plan, and further elaborated on in the 2015 Financial
and Operational Sustainability Model report, Bay Area populations are increasing in both
numbers and diversity. The District values the imporfance of connecting people to nature and
provides opportunities for the public to enjoy the natural beauty of the open space preserves
while conserving and protecting the sensitive and rare natural resources.

Since the creation of the Volunteer and Docent Programs, the District has continued to
experience increased visifation, reflecting in part the continued increase in our regional
population as well as the increase in public awareness of the services and programs that the
District provides. Diversity in the local population has also increased and is being reflected in
the people visiting the open space preserves. With this in mind, it is important for the District
fo affract visitors, employees, volunteers and supporters who reflect the full diversity of the Bay
Area population.

To meet these challenges, the District needs to make the most of every opportunity to remain
relevant and connected with the public. District Volunteers and Docents are key to fulfilling the
District’s public outreach goals—and serve as District ambassadors to not only preserve visitors,
but also to local residents, community leaders, and constituents in general.

Preparing for the Future
We identified five specific challenges facing the Visitor Services department and/or larger
District that impact the agency’s effectiveness in meeting its Strategic and Vision Plan goals.

1. The District is missing an agency-wide communication plan o guide external messaging
across all departments. Public communication responsibilities are distributed among various
departments (Public Affairs, Visitor Services, and Planning] with only partial coordination.
This can lead to mismatched (even confradictory) messages and missed opportunities
fo strengthen the District’s messaging and build synergistic, multi-channel, impactful
communication strategies.

Attachment 1
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2. The District has not fully realized the power of interpretive communications to solve and
prevent a number of natural resource management problems, increase visitor safisfaction,
connect people o its mission—both intellectually and emotionally—and strengthen
relationships with communities. The District has an opportunity to more effectively leverage
the power of ifs inferprefive and educational programs (as represented by outdoor activities
for the general public, and by its curriculum-based school programming). Docents are
among the most visible faces of the District, and, in the eyes of the public, represent the
values of the agency. By infegrating the docent program as an integral component of
a Districtwide communications system, docents can serve as its most accessible—and
effective— ambassadors fo educate, engage, and excite people about the District’s
mission.

3. While the District has set general numeric goals regarding the fofal number of volunteer
projects, docentled hikes, and volunteers and docents, outcome-based metrics and success
fargets that are linked to agency-wide goals have not been clearly identified for the Docent
and Volunteer Programs. The District would be well served in working with the docents and
volunteers to infegrate specific key annual messages info each docent and volunteerled
activity. Docents and volunteers would defermine how best fo integrate these messages info
their activities so that the messages add value to each activity and result in the sharing of
crifical and consistent fakeaway messages that reinforce the District’s mission and purpose.

4. In light of the successful growth of both programs and the number of active volunteers and
docents, existing staff and support systems are no longer sufficient to effectively guide,
support, and oversee the docent and volunteer programs.

5. Unclear or overlapping roles and responsibilities, both within the Docent and Volunteer
Programs and between the Visitor Services and Public Affairs departments, may contribute
fo operational inefficiencies.

Two Recommended Systems Improvements
To address these challenges, the District would be well served by considering two systems
improvements:

1. Implementation of an agency-wide, integrated communications system.

2. Sufficient staffing and training to support an infegrated communications system.

Summary of Key Recommendations
Below is a summary list of all the recommendations found in this report. For detailed
discussions of each, please refer to the chapter on Recommendations and Discussions:

a. Redefine the Volunteer and Docent programs in ferms of what They do, and rename them
Volunteer Stewardship (VolS) and Interpretation & Education (I&E).

b. Develop a comprehensive, longrange Interpretive Master Plan that establishes outcome-
based goals tied to mission, defines target audiences, identifies an overarching theme and
subthemes (a matrix of key messages to be conveyed), and outlines the best mix of media
[signs, exhibits, live programs, publications, web resources, apps, news stories, efc.) to
deliver them. The overarching message hierarchy should be able to support all forms of public
communications over the next 10 to 20 years, while maintaining f|e><ibi|ity, odopfobiht\/, and
responsiveness fo fopical issues.

! A complete list of recommendations can also be found in Appendix B—List of Recommendations
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c. Develop individual interpretive plans for preserves, each tied to the Interpretive Master Plan.

d. Develop succession planning that includes clearer structures and processes within the
I&E and Volunteer Stewardship programs to institutionalize program knowledge, planning,
decision-making, workflow, record-keeping, and accountability.

e. Review the types of communication volunteers and sfaff experience with visitors and
constituents, and consider crossHraining in interpretation skills, cultural sensitivity, and
interpersonal skills as appropriate.

f. Formalize coordination between Public Affairs and Visitor Services concerning public
messaging. Wherever appropriate, frame public communication within a Districtwide theme
structure.

g. Formalize message coordination and collaboration between Visitor Services, Land and
Facilities Services, Natural Resources, and Public Affairs regarding preserve projects, events,
outreach, social media, visitor and resource management challenges or campaigns (e.g.,

a "dogs on leashes” blitz); routinely update web site FAQs and talking points for informal
interactions between visitors and District representatives in the field.

h. Acknowledge and support the roles of Trail Patrol Volunteers and Community Outreach
Volunteers as preserve ambassadors by reviewing current training programs and considering
enhanced inferpretive training.

i. Consider multiple methods of program observation for all docents and stewardship
volunteers, to confirm whether additional interpretive and/or inTerpersono| skills feedback,
coaching, and/or training is needed. Supplement ongoing training and enrichment with online
resources and provide volunteers with an online communication platform.

i. Expand docent training in thematic inferprefation. Ensure that regardless of topic, every
docent activity is organized around appropriate District subthemes, and sefs clear goals and
measurable objectives around visitor knowledge, education, and appreciation.Provide pre-
developed program outlines and activities to help new docents, provide more advanced
docents the flexibility to create new programs.

k. Use mentorship programs fo leverage the experience of seasoned docents and stewardship
volunteers who demonstrate leadership and consistently deliver excellent programs or projects.

. Support industry-recognized professional certification and training for I&E staff. Make the
most of the rich professionallevel training, networking, and support resources of the National
Association for Interprefation (NAI). Continue to support staff attendance at conferences and
frainings, and consider supporting key volunteers and docents in attending frainings and
workshops to further their development.

m. When recruiting new stewardship, interpretive, and education volunteers, set clear
expectations for the positions. Review current volunteer and docent role descriptions fo ensure
they include appropriate duties, requirements, skills, and performance expectations.

n. Consider adding an additional Volunteer Project lead Trails Specialist position —responsible
for a new, highly-rained Advanced Trails volunteer team—to the Volunteer Stewardship
program, fo balance field stewardship opportunities.
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o. Consider increasing capacity of the Trail Patrol Volunteer program by adding a part- or
fultime Program Coordinator/Office Specialist, taking on intake, orientation, and evaluation
duties for Trail Patrol Volunteers, and providing administrative support {scheduling, data entry,
coordination, etc.)

p. Review and re-evaluate the Volunteer Crew leader Program to ensure good coordination
with Volunteer Program leads, work results, and volunteer experiences.

q. Consider increasing capacity of the Outdoor Activity Docent and Nature Center Host
programs by adding a professionally-rained Interpretive Specialist to assist the Program
Manager in training, coaching, supporting, and monitoring both docent programs.

r. Consider increasing capacity of the Outdoor Education leader program by adding a
professionally-trained Environmental Education Specialist to assist the Program Manager with
K-12 classroom and field-based education activities.

s. Continue to work with area education leaders to periodically update the District's school
field trip curriculum to ensure alignment with evolving science education standards, and to
keep the program relevant to teachers.

t. Expand the District's presence at simultaneous community events by training seasoned
Community Outreach Volunteers fo take responsibility for booths.

u. Move leadership responsibility for inferprefive signage planning and development to the
Inferpretation & Education program manager; train all interpretive panel team members in
inferprefive principles and fechniques. Consider fraining leads in inferprefive planning through

NAI training.

v. Bring preserve entry signage into alignment with the Interpretive Master Plan; keep design
standards that convey a consistent look and feel across properties, while highlighting each
preserve’s unique identfity.

w. Increase visitor experience feedback through the use of technology and incentives that make
it both easy and rewarding to share impressions; use the data to inform and improve future
experiences and programming.

x. Consider partnering with schools by creating natural history education volunteer teams to
strengthen natural science education and awareness in classrooms.

y. To better understand, reach, connect with, and attract new visitors, volunteers, and
employee prospects from among diverse and underrepresented communities, make more
strategic use of school programs, career modeling opportunities, outreach events, bilingual
programming, friends groups, and parinerships with key civic organizations. Focus on
reaching new audiences close o newly-opened preserves. Consider staffing the Nature Center
on holidays, when working parents are looking for family-friendly activities.

z. Crossrain all rangers in basic interpretive skills; consider developing a cadre of “inferpretive
specialist” rangers to meet demand for school and civic appearances.

aa. Expand audience reach by making social media content more strategic, interpretive,
engaging, and affractive, especially for younger and urban audiences.

Implementation of these recommendations will allow the District to better serve and further
connect with all members of the public. For a summary description of the fully-realized plan

7



Attachment 1

as recommended, see A Vision for the Interpretation & Education and Volunteer Stewardship
Programs, page 14.

This report acknowledges the many strengths of the District’s Volunteer and Docent Programs,
and identifies areas for improvements and enhancements to ensure that the District remains
successful, relevant, and a leader in open space conservation and management. Although the
recommended changes will take time to fully implement, the path forward is clear.

Conservation By Design appreciates the many District staff, volunteers, and partners who lent
us their time and experience in the preparation of this study. It has been an honor to work
with a recognized leader in open space conservation, and with its talented and passionate
volunteer and docent groups. VWe have every faith in the Disfrict and its dedicated, capable
staff to continue leading the way, working to achieve the highest standards in the region and
country. We wish them every success.
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The Midpeninsula Regional Open Space District (District] protects a regional greenbelt of open
space on California’s San Francisco Peninsula, preserving land (currently totaling over 63,000
acres), protecting and resforing the natural environment, and providing opportunities for public
recreation and environmental education.

As its service population grows and diversifies, the District’s ability fo maintain and expand

its relevance and value to both visitors and constituents becomes increasingly important to its
confinued success. In its 2014 Vision Plan, the District established several goals that focus on
District connections with the public, which relate directly to the Docent and Volunteer Programs.

® Expand Opportunity—Increase the diversity of visitors; and accommodate a wide variety
of visitors of all abilities, ages, ethnicities, and inferests

e Diversity—Creatively reach more people, including those with decreased mobility, and
increase the diversity of our visitors; and expand youth programming and outreach through
parterships

* Improved Visitor Experience —Provide facilities/areas where families can engage safely
with nature; emphasize a variety of natural learning environments; and increase use of
technology to intfroduce and connect people to nature

* \olunteer Stewardship—Increase support for stewardship and open space conservation;
increase technology use fo promote open space stewardship; and encourage hands-on
stewardship and citizen science activities on District lands

* Knowledge, Understanding, and Appreciation—Remember and honor community heritage
and past ways of life through activities, programming, and projects; interpret how natural
and cultural resources relate to people’s current lives; and increase preserve-specific
inferprefation projects and programs that emphasize the protection of natural and cultural
resources

The 2015 Financial and Operational Sustainability Model (FOSM| Final Report found that
the District will “need to add capacity (people, expertise, services| ... fo meet...increased
demands,” and “public expectations will only continue to grow, especially as more preserves
are developed for public access.” In light of these goals and findings, the FOSM study
anticipates that the Visitor Services department will grow significantly after 2020 as visitation
and demand for and inferest in environmental science and nature-based programming and
activities, access, volunteerism, and conservation increase.

For a more in-depth look at District requirements to meet future demands, as defined by the
agency, see Appendix D, The Growing Need for Visitor Services.

In support of its mission, the District successfully engages more than 600 volunteers each
year in its work fo preserve open space and its resources and connect with visitors. While
management of these volunteer stewardship, education, and interpretation efforts was
previously part of the Public Affairs Department, a reorganization in 2016 shifted those
responsibilities to the new Visitor Services Department.
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Conservation By Design was commissioned by the District fo engage in a study of the
Volunteer and Docent programs to assist the agency with positioning those programs for
continued success as the District grows and the diversity of its population expands. The report
confains a series of enhancements for the District fo consider. They are only recommendations.
As the agency moves forward, it must weigh each set of recommendations in the confext of the
agency's values and culture, to determine which are most appropriate in meeting District goals
for the growth and development of each program.

The Visitor Services Department

The Visitor Services Depariment is staffed with dedicated, hardworking, productive people
who care about the District's mission and understand how their individual roles contribute to the
agency's success.

Along with the ranger program, this department manages the District’s environmental education
and inferpretive programs, as well as volunteer stewardship programs. District volunteers
contributed over 19,000 hours in FY201/. Docents and volunteers love their work, feel a
great sense of satisfaction confributing their falents and time on behalf of the District, and are
greatly appreciated by staff and the Board, who recognize and value their efforts, skills, and
dedication.

The District is fortunate among many Bay Area land management agencies in that its Docent
and Volunteer Programs attract and retain highly motivated and competent volunteers who lead
their activities with creativity and passion.

Both the Docent and Volunteer Programs show potential for even greater success over the long
term. Both present remarkably rich opportunities to help visitors better understand, appreciate,
and support the District's conservation mission, and fo assist the District with responding to
and successfully addressing emerging and current resource management issues through public
outreach and education.
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Phase One: Information Gathering

The study began in January 2017 with Conservation By Design reviewing Districtsupplied
background documents and holding discussions with management. Shortly afterward, with
the help of staff, we surveyed current and former Volunteers and Docents regarding their
motivations for serving and their experiences of the District.

During an extended sife visit in January and February 2017, our team toured several preserves
to become familiar with the open space system and their locations relafive to population
cenfers, and understand visitor use, management, and resource issues. Ve conducted 13
inferviews with management, sfaff, volunteers, and a District partner,' and led two focus group
sessions with groups of active Volunteers and Docents.

We spoke with sfaff in the field, observed invasive plant stewardship volunteers at work,

and met three Trail Patrol Volunteers on the trails. VWe toured the Daniels Nature Center and
its surrounding use areas. While we were able to attend only one Docentled walk during
our two-week visit,” we reviewed the available feedback gathered from previous program
parficipants, and spoke with area residents who have attended programs and inferacted with
Trail Pafrol Volunteers. We visited at a time of year when school field trips were not offered.

From these data sources, we noted trends, frequent positive remarks, and occasional critiques.
We submitted a report of our observations and impressions, and received feedback and
guidance from management.

Phase Two: Applied Knowledge

Using the collected background information, we drew on our national network of professional
colleagues fo develop a list of 13 natural resource-based agencies and organizations known
to have wellrun, successful volunteer programs. VWe conducted telephone interviews with
representatives from each. With dual goals of discovering commonalities or trends in the
structure and function of their programs and capturing best practices, we “crowd-sourced”
imporfant information from volunteer management leaders. While every agency’s volunteer
program is uniquely tailored fo serve the organization’s goals, needs, philosophies, and
capacities, our discoveries may assist with the District's decision-making process about how to
best manage its volunteer, staff and programs.

Parficipating organizations and agencies included Environmental Volunteers, Palos Verdes
Peninsula Land Conservancy, Jefferson County Open Space, Don Edwards San Francisco
Bay National Wildlife Refuge, Santa Clara County Parks, Santa Clara Valley Open Space
Authority, Monterey Bay Aquarium, Afio Nuevo State Park, City of Boulder Open Space
and Mountain Parks, City of Fort Collins Natural Areas, Friends of Edgewood, BeachWatch
Program-Creater Farallones National Marine Sanctuary, and Pacifica Beach Coalition.

Descriptions of each organization’s or agency’s size, mission, and volunteer operations are
found in Appendix C. A summary of commonalities or trends uncovered during this research
phase are provided in Appendix H, Regional Trends in Volunteer Management.

! Grassroofs Ecology

2 Unfortunately, activity cancellations due to poor weather precluded attendance at other opportunities.

1
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Phase Three: Analysis and Recommendations

This report captures both broad and program-specific frends and best practices related to the
management of volunteers and docents doing interprefation, education and environmental
stewardship work. It identifies the key strengths of these programs, offers suggestions and
options to further enhance and expand the District’s desired outcomes regarding connecting
with the public, and discusses the structure, workflow, and management of the Docent and
Volunteer programs. Recommendations follow each discussion area.

Finally, the report presents a suggested phased implementation chart with action items and
supporting rafionale for the District fo consider in defermining how best to further develop its
volunteer and docent programs. The District may choose to implement all or only a portion
of the recommendations shown in the chart, based on prioritization, funding, organizational
values and culture, and agency-wide goals.
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Key FINDINGS

AFfrrecTING THE LoNG-TErRM GROWTH
AND DEVELOPMENT OF THE VOLUNTEER
AND DocENT PROGRAMS

During the investigation phase, we noted the following communication issues that may
reduce the District’s pofential in meeting its Strategic and Vision Plan goals related to public
engagement, communication, and support:

Public messaging responsibilities are distributed among various departments and would
greatly benefit from a coordinated plan fo guide efforts.

The District has an opportunity fo further leverage its public outreach communications —
within and beyond the Visitor Services Depariment — to increase its success in achieving
the Vision Plan goals.

Defining outcome-based goals or success targets for the Docent and Volunteer programs
will provide added focus and direction to guide their future growth and development.

As each program continues to grow, so does the need for quality standards and
expectations for docents and volunteers, along with updated systems and tools for
coaching, mentoring, evaluation, and feedback.

Unclear roles and responsibilities, both within the Docent and Volunteer Programs as
well as between the Visitor Services and Public Affairs departments, may contribute to
operational inefficiencies.
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In order to adequately evaluate existing conditions and chart a roadmap foward continual
improvement, it is important to acknowledge what is working well and where improvements
can be made. Such acknowledgements are meant to optimize the structure and functfion of the
Docent and Volunteer programs along with other supportive functions, organizational culture,
and structure of the larger District.

The Midpeninsula Regional Open Space District is a regional leader in volunteerism, with
productive programs that offer rewarding opportunities for docents and stewardship volunteers
in a District culture that supports and values their efforts. We envision a future in which
increasingly highfunctioning and adequately staffed Interprefation and Education (I&E) and
Volunteer Stewardship (VolS) programs are infegrated info an agency-wide communications
system fo ensure that key messages are conveyed during activities. This vision encompasses the
following aftributes:

Interpretive Communications are Organized and Coordinated

An ongoing, coordinated effort by the District and pariners provides a well-developed,
satisfying visitor experience at all District preserves. A districtwide Interpretive Master Plan
provides communications guidance for all depariments; it identifies inferpretive themes (key
messages imparted to visitors and constituents across the District’s multiple communication
channels); ensures clarity of goals; identifies important target audiences for interprefation; and
includes overarching recommendations for inferprefive products and programs. The inferpretive
planning process solicits broad input—from District staff, Board members, stewardship
volunteers, docents, resource specidlists, partners, and visitor representatives—to provide
broad perspectives on the significant stories encompassed by District lands.

Furthermore, each preserve has its own more detailed interpretive plan, which identifies
preserve-specific visitor inferests, resource protection challenges, learning and behavioral
objectives, and location-based interpretive storylines that expand on and illusirate the broader
Districtwide themes. The plan recommends a mix of interpretive products and programs fo best
reach the site’s farget audience(s); for example, some preserves may rely primarily on signage,
while others may emphasize personal programming, web-based media, and/or special
events.

Volunteerism Keeps Pace with Demand

As new preserves open and new recreation facilities and programs are added, visitation
increases— which offers an opportunity fo also increase volunteerism from among diverse
populations. The District remains committed to engaging the public on natural resource
stewardship projects, interpretive and educational programming, and community outreach.
Multiple partnerships are focused on community participation, outreach, and education.
Preserves are well cared for, and both the community and the land benefit from interpretation
and education programming.

14
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Program, Operational Standards Are High

Volunteer stewardship and docent training, program evaluation, and logistics management

run smoothly, and are core emphasis areas for the District. All staff, volunteers, and Board
members who engage with visitors or constituents receive some level of training in inferprefive,
outreach, and/or communication principles and techniques, and are generally familiar with
District interpretive themes. A user- and device-friendly software application allows for seamless
visitor activity scheduling, sign-up, and feedback.

Fully staffed, the I&E and VoIS programs provide the necessary guidance, training, support,
and oversight fo ensure that the programs are well run and achieving program goals, and

to allow for continued growth as more and more members of the public express an interest

in volunteering for the District. The I&E and VoS staff serve as bridges between the District
and the communities it serves. The I&E program leads both Districtwide and preserve-specific
inferpretive planning, content development, interpretive and environmental education training,
and product and program delivery. Education curriculum materials meet or exceed state
learning standards; field frip and classroom-based open space experience opportunities
increase and reach diverse communities.

Interpretive programs and products, guided by the Interpretive Master Plan and preserve-
specific inferpretive plans, are developed by staff and interested, wellrained, engaged
docents. The program leverages the passion and skillsets of I&E staff and docents to deliver
products and programs that consistently yield excellent feedback.

Communities Care for the Land

The Volunteer Stewardship program is a vital link between the natural and cultural resources
of the open space preserves and the human communities that benefit from their profection.
The VoS program provides highly skilled trail maintenance, patrol, and habitat restoration
volunteers, that complement staff work in the Visitor Services, Natural Resources, and Land
& Facilities Services departments. The VolS program is known regionally for providing highly
satisfying, hands-on volunteer experiences. It is an impaciful extension of the District’s resource
stewardship work, with District staff relying on the program’s confributions as they plan and
realize annual accomplishments. A cadre of committed and highly frained crew leaders and
advanced resource management volunteers extends the District's capacity for hosting multiple
stewardship projects simultaneously.

Visitors and Volunteers Understand and Connect to the Mission

The visitor experience at preserves is enhanced by activities and programs that emphasize
the natural and culiural heritage of the land, underscore the role of the Disirict, and forge an
increasingly stronger public stewardship ethic over time. Visitors participate in coordinated
programming that brings themed interpretive and volunteer stewardship opportunities together
with enjoyment of open space resources and landscapes.

Guided by a strong intake and orientation program, incoming docents and volunteers have
a clear sense of what the District is, what it represents, why its work is important, and why
they want fo support its efforts with their confributions of time, skills, and energy. All volunteers
understand the opportunities available to them, and the expectations and requirements.
Volunteers and staff share a mutual understanding and appreciation of each other’s roles,
and feel strongly that volunteer contributions are benefitting open space resources and the
organization itself.
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Feedback and Coordination Ensure Ongoing Excellence

Both I&E and VoIS program operations are informed through evaluations and ongoing
feedback, with an eye toward developing and scheduling new programs (and refiring
unsuccessful ones) as needed, improving stewardship outcomes, and ensuring satfisfying,
meaninglful visitor and volunteer experiences. In association with the I&E and VoIS program
managers, and with input from other department heads, the Visitor Services Manager sets
annual fargets for outputs and outcomes for each program that align with larger District goals
and diversity objectives. Both programs maintain excellent coordination and communication
with other District operations that depend on their outouts and outcomes [e.g., land & Facilities
Services, Natural Resources, Planning, and Public Affairs).

The District Reflects Its Citizenry

Each year, District visitors (inperson and virtual), volunteers, docents, and staff more accurately
reflect the demographics of the surrounding communities. This frend is a product of active
outreach into diverse communities via presentations, education programs, internship and
conservation corps recruitment, and engagement—through staffing, partnerships, interpretation,
information, and,/or fransportation assistance to bring people from underserved communities
fo the open space preserves. Communities served by the District value open space and the
opportunities for nature-based recreation, learning, and service, and see the preserves as
places where people of diverse backgrounds and lifestyles feel welcome and valued.
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Informed by the Vision section immediately preceding, this section includes a variety of
recommendations for the District to consider as it determines the future growth and development
of the Docent and Volunteer Programs. The District may choose to implement some or all of the
recommendations over time, depending on prioritization, funding, program goals, and overall
organizational culture and values.

Fach discussion area below provides context for, and is followed by, its corresponding
recommendation(s). VWe begin with recommendations affecting entire departments, gradually
working down to more program-specific recommendations.

Updating Program Identities

The fitles “Volunteer” and “Docent” have been used since the inception of each program and
are common ferms in this field of work. However, their use assumes that the general public
understands the scope and significance of each function, and the differences between them
(all docents are volunteers, but under the current system, not all volunteers are docents).

This may seem a minor point, but in light of the staffing and operational recommendations
fo follow, we suggest updating these program names to reflect their primary purposes and
better represent the role of each program to all members of the public. The Bay Area is a
remarkably diverse region, with a high percentage of immigrants and other populations that
use English as a second language. More descriptive titles will allow for greater recognition
and understanding throughout all populations.

RECOMMENDATION 1

Because the primary focus of the current Volunteer Program is resource stewardship,
consider renaming it fo the Volunteer Stewardship Program (VolS) Similarly, consider
renaming the Docent Program to the Inferpretation & Education Program (I&E).

® In this scenario, “Volunteer” becomes a universal term encompassing all volunteers.
Depending on program, individuals will be known as Stewardship Volunteers,
Administrative Volunteers, or Docents (Docent Naturalists, Outdoor Education Docents,
Nature Center Docents).

e Although administrative volunteers do not serve directly in field-based stewardship
roles, it makes administrative sense to have the Volunteer Stewardship program continue to
manage them.

NOTE: For clarity, we will use these new program fitles in this report; from this point
forward, “volunteers” used as a noun refers to all members of the public who are
contributing their time, energy, and falent on a voluntary, non-paid basis toward fulfilling
the District’s mission.
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Interpretation as a Management Tool Int -
Inferpretation, when aligned with a consistent, nterpretaton
mission-based thematic structure, is a proven and Is a sfrategic

powerful management tool. Agencies that infegrate communication process

an interpretive approach across all forms of external desi diof
communication find that visitors, neighbors, and esigne fo orge

volunteers adopt a stewardship philosophy and connections between

pracfice stewardship actions. Constituent support for The articioant The
conservation missions is strengthened, and people P Pant,

take extra care in their interactions with the natural resource, Oﬂd YOUF
environment to reduce human impacts to the natural mission.

resources and, where possible, improve the quality of

native habitats.

Five Qualities of Interpretation
Interpretation has five core qualities: purposeful, thematic, organized, relevant, and enjoyable.

Purposeful: Inferprefation is not random; it works as a system guided by clearly-articulated desired
outcomes tied fo a mission, and holds ifself accountable with measurable objectives. Interprefation can—
and does—prevent and solve visitor and natural resource management problems.

Thematic: Inferpretation conveys a compelling story structured around one central theme or “take-home
message,” illustrated by three or four subthemes. Research shows that material developed around a theme
is not only better absorbed, it's remembered long after the visitor experience —while material presented
without a theme is quickly forgotten.

Relevant: Interprefation lives at the infersection of three realms: the
inherent attributes of the site or resource (the stories of the place; what
makes it worth inferpreting?), management interests (who do you want
fo reach, and what do you want them to do with the information?),

and the visitor's inferests (what knowledge do they seek? what beliefs,
experiences, viewpoints do they bring with them@ VWhat are the barriers
fo engagement?). By linking to what the visitor already cares about,
interprefation becomes both persono| and meaningful. Interpretation

should also respect the visitor's own values, beliefs, and viewpoints. Figure 1 —Three Realms of
Interpretation

Visitor agenda

&

Management
interests

Resource
attributes

Enjoyable: Interpretation isn't just information. If's a series of experiences

that build on visitors' natural curiosity, engage the emotions as well as the intellect, and satisfy their
desires for a recreational learning experience. Grounded in the social sciences, including attention theory,
interpretation employs several techniques to provoke interest, bring the visitor into the story, and create
resonant experiences.

Organized: Interpretation is a process-oriented system, guided by a master plan that identifies overarching
themes, goals, and target audiences, and creates a framework for preserve-specific plans. Regardless of
fopic, every inferprefive storyline should be an illustration of one or more District subthemes. All interpretive
experiences—docent walks, Nature Center exhibits, trailside panels, brochures, web pages, social media,
smartphone apps, outreach events, news releases, and even unplanned, informal encounters with visitors—
are opporiunities for the public to form very personal connections with the District’s lands and mission.
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The District acknowledges the role of inferprefation and education programs in reaching
constituents and building community. The Vision Plan specifically emphasizes the importance of
public contact, which is also reflected in the 2012 Disfrickcommissioned Interprefive Planning
Guide. The 2012 guide provides broad interpretive strategies to help reinforce the values and
opportunities of the District's interpretation products and programs.

The District as a whole is facing an opportunity fo fully explore and leverage the benefits
gained from an infegrated interpretive approach. Developing an Interpretive Master Plan—a
crifical guiding document that outlines a Districtwide strategy for interprefive communications—
is a recommended next step in the District’s growth and development of its programs.

What Is Interpretation, and Why Use 112

Inferpretfation is often misunderstood:; it's far more nuanced than a simple sharing of
information. Instead, interpretation is a strategic communication process designed tfo forge
connections between the participant, the resource, and the mission.

Well-developed inferpretation provokes curiosity, involves the listener, and tells a compelling
story that reveals the meaning(s) behind the facts. By using various fechniques fo involve the
participant in the story, interpretation fosters meaningful personal connections that are shown to
reach deeper and last longer.

Note that many functions of the Public Affairs department share several goals and
methodologies as those common in the field of interprefation. In many agencies, the two
functions are housed in the same department.

Does Interpretation Work?

Thematic interpretation has become e