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Introduction 

In September 2009 the Mississippi Watershed Management Organization (MWMO) initiated development of an 
education and interpretive concept plan for a proposed headquarters and program facility in Minneapolis. An 
Education Technical Advisory Committee (ETAC), comprised of MWMO staff and external advisors, was 
established to provide expertise, guidance, and feedback during the planning process. Through a series of four 
workshops, the ETAC developed a foundational framework that helped to define audiences, interpretive themes, 
and educational direction for MWMO. From this framework, the group developed a set of concepts for learning 
experiences including exhibits, program facilitation, and message-rich environments indoors and outdoors. This 
interpretive framework and the resulting experience concepts are described in the pages that follow. 
 
The MWMO interpretive planning process was strategically timed to parallel the schematic design and design-
development phases of the new site and building. The two planning processes were carefully integrated, resulting 
in a set of experience concepts, a site design, and a building design that will work together to provide optimal 
program support and engaging settings for all MWMO functions. 

Mission of the MWMO 

To lead, and to foster stewardship of the watershed and its waters with actions that promote civic ownership and 
responsibility and through measures that achieve diverse and functional ecosystems. 

Vision 

To lead, to inspire, to act, to educate, and to create a shared vision for a river system with ecological integrity 
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Part I: Interpretive Framework 

Educational Approach, Process, and Outcomes 

Á Education will be an integral facet of all MWMO programs. 

Á Beyond providing answers, we aim to teach critical thinking that is informed by the observation and 

manipulation of evidence. 

Á Stand-alone program activities can evolve into deeper, ongoing involvement in the processes of watershed 

dynamics. 

Á Programs and activities will be anchored in local content and provide connections to global topics. 

Á The interpretive plan will call upon elements of change over time (seasonality, new components, audience-

contributed content) to keep programs, exhibits, and learning environments engaging and relevant. 

Á Collaborations, partnerships, and networks will maximize MWMOõs impact; itõs important to convey 

consistent messages and leverage time, expertise, and funding. 

Á Collaborative programs and partnerships will, when possible, be systemic in their organization, working 

district-wide in schools and community-wide through on-line, digital media. 

Á Building capacity and local leadership, making winning activities widely available. 

Á Evaluation is key to ongoing improvement in our programs. 

Interpretive Themes 
The following themes describe the essence of what the new MWMO facility and its related programs are about. 
They will hold the engaging and relevant stories of the river, its watershed, and the people who live in and work 
for the watershed. They will provide programmatic focus and guide the development of specific take-away 
messages carried by the exhibits and program activities. 

Á Waterñan essential resource for all life 

Á Urban Ecologyñthe relationship between human and natural systems in an urban environment 

Á Sense of Placeñemotional connections to the place gained through social experiences and cultural knowledge 

Á Change over Timeñthe watershedõs future story and its connections to the past 

Á Conserving Resourcesñusing todayõs watershed resources with an eye to future availability for human and 

natural systems 
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Audience Definitions for Interpretive Planning 

Core Audiences 

These groups and individuals currently participate in MWMO programs. The MWMO can count on these 
audiences to know about the new facility and have fairly clear expectations about how they might use it. These 
audiences also include people who have an affinity with the mission and proposed content focus of MWMO. 

Leaders guiding the development and management of water resources 

Á Elected and appointed officials at local, state, and national levels, in particular from the cities of Minneapolis, 

St. Anthony, Lauderdale, St. Paul 

Á Directors and board members from agencies and organizations that MWMO does business with 

Á Staff from public agencies, organizations, universities, and the private sector that MWMO does business with 

at planning and policy levels 

Á People who manage and implement operations that affect water resources 

Á Public and private-sector staff who manage, coordinate, or contract for operations and maintenance at local 

and regional levels 

Á Public and private-sector employees and business who implement operations and maintenance, such as public 

works staff and private landscapers 

Á Water-resource professionals, especially staff from area watershed districts and commissions 

Á Members of professional organizations including those that provide continuing education and training, 

licensing, and certifications 

Citizens who are working toward improving water-resources 

Á Members of cultural communities participating in MWMO programs 

Á Mississippi River Green Team participants 

Á Citizen leaders, volunteers, social activists, and students (either directly through our programs or through 

those we support, e.g. Eco Education) 

Á Members of community and neighborhood associations 

Á Members of organizations that have an affinity with MWMOs mission and goals 

Á High school and college students in related programs 

Á Past and current recipients of MWMO grants 

Educators leading students and others to understanding and action 

Á Teachers, especially in grade levels 4 through 12 

Á Local, regional, state, and federal environmental education professionals from both public and nonprofit 

organizations 
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Developing Audiences 

These individuals and groups have not yet participated in MWMO programs and have little awareness of the new 
facility and its offerings. They are, however, audiences that MWMO would like to serve better. Attracting these 
audiences to MWMO will require specific strategies and more time and resources per person than it takes to reach 
core-audience visitors. 

Á Cultural communities in the watershed, particularly: 

 African Americans 

 American Indians 

 East African Immigrants 

 Latinos 

 Southeast Asians 

Á Real estate developers planning projects in the watershed 

Á First-time applicants for MWMO grants 

Á School groups and other organized youth groups pursuing water-related projects 

Á Residents of the watershed 

Á Members of service and community groups such as Rotary, Kiwanis, Lions Club, Scouts, gardeners 

Á Business owners and members of business associations such as chambers of commerce 

Potential Audiences 

These audiences represent a range of populations both near and far from MWMO. They will likely hear about 
MWMO from various sources (marketing, internet, media coverage, word of mouth) and may participate only 
once. While this audience may not ever visit MWMO, they still have the potential to generate goodwill and pass 
on positive impressions regardless of their level of awareness. 

Á Anyone who lives, studies, works, recreates, invests in or otherwise uses the water resources and/or 

infrastructure of the watershed, particularly: 

 Recreational water and trail users 

 Metro-area families with children 

 Unaffiliated citizens, include drop-in visitors 

Á Digital-media users who may connect to MWMO and its work through social media networks 

Á Citizens living both upstream and downstream in the Mississippi River watershed 

Á National and international travelers visiting the area for professional or personal reasons 
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Experience Goals for Visitors and Program Participants 
The new MWMO facility, with its various programs and offerings, will provide a changing and inspiring 
destination for learning about the river, its watershed, and water-resource issues. While visitors will ultimately 
create their own experiences, the activities, exhibits, and learning environments of the MWMO will generate 
enthusiasm and provide supportive structures (physical and intellectual) for learning. To achieve this, MWMO 
interpretive programs will utilize: 

Á Self-directed exploration for multiple learning styles (visual, spatial, social, etc.) 

Á Direct contact with natural systems 

Á Tools and methods of science 

Á New perspectives on familiar subjects 

Á Attentiveness to flows (natural systems, people, information) 

 

Scenarios for Formal Learning 

These experiences are typically more structured and 
often guided by staff.  Itõs in these activities the 
facility and staff work together as motivator, convener, 
and facilitator. Formal educational experiences 
include: 

Á Training Sessions 

Á Internal Meetings 

Á External Meetings 

Á Youth Programs 

Á Broadcasts 

Á Walking Tours 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

Scenario 1: Training Participants 
A group of 40-50 private-sector property managers 
have signed up for a half-day workshop on new 
practices related to grounds maintenance. Many 
have been through MWMO training before, but this 
time theyõve asked specifically for ways to 
demonstrate the importance of sustainable practices 
to their staff. òHow do we make everyone care more 
about how they do their work?ó Their workshop 
started in a conference room, where multi-media 
displays were used to show a broader-context view 
of hardscape surfaces in the urban area. Eventually, 
the group was led to an adjacent wet lab where 
college students have set up a winter-long 
demonstration project to measure concentrations of 
sodium chloride in just one branch of the urban 
stormwater network. The large columns of water are 
visible to the public and visitors are encouraged to 
test samples taken from various locations 
throughout the metro area. While the group tests 
samples from winter runoff, many pictures are taken 
and small samples are given out to participants to 
use as demonstrations back at their own locations. 

Scenario 2: Youth Group 
For the past five weeks, a group of 12 teenage 
students has been working with University of 
Minnesota hydrologists, National Park Service 
rangers, and MWMO staff to solve a real watershed 
problem in their neighborhood. They were 
challenged to design and build a model that would 
demonstrate alternative ways to manage stormwater 
in a real-world situation. Theyõve selected a site 
where a future development will impact stormwater 
runoff. Their planning sessions began with studying 
table-sized maps in a meeting room that sometimes 
are used for MWMO training sessions. Eventually 
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they moved their work to a section of the central 
gallery thatõs been cordoned off for special projects 
like this. Working mostly in the late afternoons, the 
students constructed an 80-square-foot model of the 
future development with scaled-down 
interchangeable features such as rain gardens and 
pervious paving systems. Tonight is the long-
awaited unveiling of their project. With dozens of 
guests watching, one of the students opens a nozzle 
and mists water over the model. Water sheets off of 
some surfaces and soaks into others. Beneath the 
model, clear tubing shows how more or less water is 
directed to the river. Not far away, a video kiosk 
runs segments of the entire projectñstart to finish.

Scenarios for Informal Learning 

These experiences are less-structured and learner-
directed. In this capacity, the facility and staff work 
together as elucidator, attraction, eye-opener, and rouser. 
Informal educational experiences will rely upon: 

Á Visitor-activated demonstrations 

Á Open-ended exploration of outdoor learning 

environments 

Á Routine encounters with sustainable choices 

throughout the building 

Á Un-facilitated interactions with exhibits and 

media 

Á Recreational activities 

Á Social-media interactions 

 

 

Scenario 3: Business Meeting 
Like most days at the new MWMO, people from 
various agencies and organizations are coming and 
going to and from business meetings. While some 
have already seen the new facility, others are caught 
unawares by the unmistakable character of the new 
MWMO. When a couple of managers from a county 
office arrive for the first time, they canõt help but 
stop by the main gallery area, where a large-scale 
watershed demonstration has been set up. Itõs a wet, 
almost industrial feeling space, not at all what they 
expected to see. Making their way to the reception 
desk, they pass by a highly visible, digital readout of 
real-time river conditions. Itõs spring and flow rates 
are high, even when compared to the past five years. 
Eventually, the two are greeted by a staff personñ
someone they already knowñand begin asking 
questions about the facility. Along their way to the 
meeting room they see things that are usually not 
visible in a building, such as floor-to-ceiling 
thermometers, and overhead pipes clearly labeled 
òTo Cistern.ó The meeting room has the usual 
amenities and feels quite comfortable. But when the 
staff person pulls up the needed media components, 
the room takes on a somewhat futuristic mood. She 
points out a gauge on the wall that shows an 
increase in electrical use when the equipment is in 
use, commenting on how energy conscious the staff 
and other facility users have become since the 
monitoring system was installed. After the meeting, 
the two take a little time to explore the building and 
site, taking pictures with their mobile phones. Back 
at their own office, they announce that theyõve 
discovered a new venue for their next staff retreat. 
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Scenario 4: Drop-in Visit 
The new MWMO facility is getting noticed by people 
in the neighborhood. Itõs an open and welcoming 
destination, so itõs no surprise that people stop by to 
check the place out. When two retirees arrive at the 
MWMO one morning, they really donõt know what to 
expect. Instead of following the walkway into the 
building, they notice a series of landscape features 
that pulls their attention toward the river. As if 
following a trail of breadcrumbs, they are led into, 
over and under stones, signs, artworks, and water 
until they get to an open area nestled into the 
riverbank. The setting is a combination of water 
garden and outdoor laboratory. One of them 
approaches a hand-powered water pump. Tentatively, 
she gives it a turn and starts pumping water onto 
some hard surfaces. While redirecting the flow over 
the different surfaces, she notices that the water just 
disappears into some of them. Soon, a stream of 
water begins trickling out from under the surfaces 
and flows down towards the river. Following the 
water, they find themselves on a dock at the waterõs 
edge and they see exactly where the water is going. It 
just happens that a staff person in waders is taking a 
water sample from the river. Before long they strike 
up a conversation and the staff person invites them 
to follow him up the building where they discover 
some new ways to see Mississippi River water. 
Afterwards, they set a date to bring their 
grandchildren to the new MWMO for a picnic lunch 
down by the water. 

Scenario 5: Trail Users 
A small group of adult cyclists are heading north 
along the river. When they get to the new Lowry 
Avenue bridge, they see an unusual-looking 
catchment system thatõs clearly designed to handle 
stormwater runoff from the bridge. Interpretive 
signage and a special viewing platform convey 
welcome and pique the cyclistsõ interests. Among the 
images on one of the trail signs is an interior view of 
the nearby MWMO facility, featuring a high-ceilinged 
space filled with watershed models, pipes, and 
flumes. Led by their own curiosity, the cyclists follow 
a trail up to the entrance area and quickly find an 
place to lock up their bikes. Once inside they catch a 
carefully framed view of the river they didnõt expect. 
Then they find themselves drawn to an array 
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of video monitors. Each of the monitors shows real-
time images of water-quality monitoring stations 
along the river. An adjacent map shows the locations 
of stormwater outlets in the city. Together they count 
the outlets theyõve crossed over since starting their 
ride that morning. 
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Part II: Experience Concepts 

Essential Experiences 
People will visit the new MWMO facility for a variety of reasons and purposes. Regardless of their purpose, all 
visitors and program participants, regardless of age and background, will find themselves immersed in an 
unmistakable context of river, water, and watershed. It will be difficult not to engage in the following experiences 
indoors and outdoors: 

Connect to the river in multiple ways 

Á Study the riverõs flow to reveal the natural and human processes that have shaped it over time 

Á Feel the presence of the river while in the building and on the site 

Á Visualize the flows of the watershed system at multiple scales, from local to continental 

Á Encounter real-time measures of river health 

Á Learn from the flow of information coming from the river and its watershed 

Á Drink [treated water] from the river, acknowledging the source of our drinking water 

Interact directly and indirectly with stormwater flows 

Á See water processes and systemsñhuman and naturalñthat are typically not visible 

Á Witness a storm event and record it in real-time measures 

Á Observe and manipulate the layers of a stormwater system 

Á Interact with physical and digital modeling of watershed dynamics 

Make choices about water 

Á Experiment with variables to better understand differences in water quality, especially related to source and 

supply 

Á Choose between sources of water for different uses of water 

Á Apply sustainable choices when interacting with the building and the site 

Grasp the interconnectedness of the watershedõs many ecosystems 

Á Step into aquatic and riparian habitats, see life hidden beneath the surface 

Á Contribute with others to an ongoing phenological database of the site and its surroundings 

Á Picture the processes that connect habitats at the edges of the watershed to the river 

Á Discover the life in urban ecosystems 

Á Be a part of documenting life in urban ecosystems and restoring compromised systems 

Be inspired by the relationship between people and the river 

Á Hear and tell stories that evoke emotional connections to the Mississippi River 

Á Watch video accounts from individuals with various perspectives on water and watersheds, here and around 

the world 

Á See and interact with artworks in various media 

Á Affirm, verify, and honor the experiences of watershed constituents, especially immigrant generations who 

carry values and associations from their homeland to the Mississippi River 
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Learning Messages 
When people visit the MWMO, or participate in one of its programs, they should come away with interesting 
information, a changed perspective, or a new reason to reflect on their own choices and actions. Learning 
messages are what people remember and take away from an experience. When successful, all exhibits, programs, 
and learning environments will convey messages that support the vision and mission of the organization. Well-
crafted messages will guide the development and design of programs and exhibits, and help frame evaluation after 
implementation. 
 
The most effective messages are those that connect with people on a personal and emotional level. For MWMO, 
learning messages should inspire and encourage people to change how they use water and relate to their 
watershed. 

Each of us influences the interaction between natural and human systems. 

Á The worldõs supply of fresh water is sustained by the natural systems of the water cycle. 

Á The water cycle moves more than water, including components that are visible and invisible, such as 

sediments, pollutants, and organisms. 

Á Systems that manage wastewater, stormwater, and drinking water interact with the natural water cycle in ways 

we canõt always see. 

Á The water we drink in this building comes from the river. 

Á Stormwater drains directly into the Mississippi River without treatment. 

Water quality can be improved or diminished by human activities in the watershed. 

Á Land use affects water qualityñin the short term and over time. 

Á Water-quality monitoring demonstrates the connection between what happens on the land and what happens 

in the water. 

Á There are many factors by which to measure water qualityñhuman and natural. 

Á There are many viable alternatives to managing stormwater on small and large scales. 

Á Our individual choices and decisions can add up to major changes in water quality, for better and worse. 

Living upstream on the Mississippi River is a privilege and a responsibility. 

Á The Mississippi is a natural and cultural resource to the people who live here. 

Á The Mississippi is honored by people here and around the world. 

Á The Mississippi River Valley is one of the continentõs most important migratory corridors. 

Á Itõs only a matter of time before people downstream feel the effects of what we do here. 
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Indoor Exhibits Concepts 

The Water Cycle (Lobby) 

This prominent and sculptural water feature will be the first thing visitors see when entering the lobby. Physically 
and thematically, the Water Cycle will be the heart of the facility, connecting the flow of stormwater from the 
roof to the cistern, to demonstrations, and to various on-site uses. 

Key concepts: 

Á The natural water cycle 

Á Fresh water storageñeven at a local scale, the water cycle stores fresh water in various ways and locations 

Á Water managementñsystems include stormwater, wastewater, and drinking water 

Á The interconnectedness of engineered management systems and the natural water cycle 

Á Changing volume and rate of stormwater 

Á Waterborne pollutants and their effects on human/ecosystem health 

Components could include: 

Á Water holding tank (visible up through the opening to the second floor) 

Á Pipeworks (visible flow from the holding tank to activity stations) 

Á Power Supply Cycle (participants sit and peddle to produce some of the power needed to run pumps when 

necessary) 

Á Activity Stations (examples) 
A. Waterproof CityscapeñVisitors open valves to direct a fine mist over small-scale models. The first 

model is of a city block. It is very stylized, with certain parts exaggerated to draw attention to the flow of 
stormwater over the scene. Beneath the model is a series of pipes and tunnels that mimic the stormwater 
infrastructure of the city. Participants can alter the pipes to achieve different results in the stormwater 
system. The second model is of a natural landscape with places to insert pieces that represent buildings, 
parking lots, and other hardscape elements. Participants can add and remove pieces to test the different 
behaviors of natural watershed systems and human alterations of those systems. 

B. Water Treatment PlantñVisitors open a valve and direct a flow of water into a filtering device. Turning a 
crank, they provide the needed pressure to move the water through. 

C. Wastewater TreatmentñThis component physically connects to the cityscape and drives home the point 
that stormwater and wastewater are handled by separate systems. An alternative, program-driven option 
for this subject might be a small-scale, òliving machineó that demonstrates how aquatic plants are used to 
treat wastewater. 

D. Model AquiferñBeneath the other activity stations a large block of limestone catches runoff from the 
activity and slowly releases it to a floor drain. A small hand pump gives visitors the opportunity to extract 
water from the rock. 

E. Mississippi RiverñWith elements of natural river, this trough-like feature connects the other 
components with re-circulating waterñreceiving waste and delivering water for drinking. Its source and 
destination are purposefully ambiguous, driving home the point that this river is both a supply and a 
drain for our urban watershed. 

  



12 Education and Interpretive Concept Plan 2010 

A Watershed in a Watershed (Lobby) 

When visitors and program participants approach this 6 x 9-foot, table-top, interactive map they see a projected 
aerial image of the local watershed. This Google Earth-like activity will encourage users to zoom in and out on 
the Mississippi and its watersheds. The key objective here is to connect people to the scale of the watershedñ
from a neighborhood level up to continental views. With facilitation, alternate data sets can be displayed, for 
example: 

Á A map of surface water in the area 

Á A map of the Minneapolis Stormwater network 

Á Current and historical views of the watershed 

Á Comparisons between urban and rural drainage patterns and systems 

Á Rain Table Interactive 

This watershed activity, being developed by the Science Museum of Minnesota and the University of 
Minnesota, lets people direct the flow of rainwater over a digital landscape. 

Video Theater (Lobby) 

Featuring a 42-inch monitor, this intimate video station will be designed for groups of up to five people. Viewers 
will be able to select from a menu of six to eight video segments, some of which are changed out occasionally for 
recent, timely topics. Different languages and options for closed captions will provide optimal accessibility for 
diverse audiences. Typically, segments are one to two minutes in length. 

Topics might include: 

Á The story of the MWMO building and site 

Á Cultural stories told in first person 

Á Water stories from other rivers and other parts of the world 

Á Segment and bonus features from The Nature of Water, produced by MWMO 

Coring into the Past (Lobby) 

At some point during the site-design process, cores will be taken from various locations on the site. In all 
likelihood, one of these cores will reveal a previously hidden history of this place on the riverñits previous uses 
and its underlying geology. A photographic reproduction of this core will be the centerpiece of an exhibit about 
the location and actions that have shaped todayõs landscape. 
 
The core will be installed upright in the main stairway, where people can see the changing makeup of materials as 
they climb and descend the stairs. Along the way, small graphics with photos show the landscape as it appeared at 
specific points in time. 

A Building that Teaches (components throughout the building) 

The MWMO facility will be designed to very high standards of sustainable building practice. As such it will 
provide an effective model for others to study and learn from when designing other facilities. Beyond this, 
however, the building as a public destination has the potential to actively teach people about how and why they 
use energy and water throughout their lives. 
 
Stationery kiosks that feature touch-screen programsñsometimes called òdashboardsóñ give users a menu of 
subjects to investigate (building systems, materials, best practices) using real-time and historical data. Building on 
this technology, MWMO is considering a more dispersed presence for building-performance data that 
incorporates different levels of human involvement with energy and water use while on site. 
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Some key objectives for a teaching building are: 

Á Heighten peopleõs awareness of the pulse and flow of water and energy through the building. 

Á Convey the message to users that the building and its systems were designed for their comfort. 

Á Provide meaningful measures of water and energy use to daily occupants and visitors (relevant context, 

personal, timely, comparable). 
 

Choice Points 
Throughout the building, visitors, program participants, and staff will encounter small graphics that draw 
attention to options and the consequent water and energy-use outcomesñòThe choice is yours.ó 

Potential locations might include: 

Á Elevatorñride or take the stairs 

Á Toiletsñdual flush option 

Á Light switchesñflip a switch or move the task to the light 

Á Activity stationsñuse electricity or hand power 

Á Bathroom faucetsñmeasure amounts used to wash hands 

Á Bathroom hand driersñuse the machine or paper towels 

Á Outdoor faucet and rain barrel sourcesñirrigate with one or the other 

Á Thermostatñselect for minimum power use 

Á Dishwasherñdonõt run until full 

Á Etc. 

Real-time Gauges, Monitors, and System Labels 
In all areas of the building, visitors and staff alike will see constant reminders of water and energy use. Just as a 
clock registers the passage of time, so could these gauges registerñin very visible waysñthe passage of energy 
and water through the building. Wherever stormwater, wastewater, and drinking water components are directly 
visible, or function just below the surface, they can be labeled in ways that help people grasp their functions, 
placements, and interconnectedness. Likewise, the components of various energy systems can be highlighted with 
simple graphic labels. 

Mechanical Room Theater 
An object theater is a visitor-activated sound and light show that adds audio narrative, images, and lighting effects 
to existing objectsñsuch as a room full of working mechanical systems. If MWMO chooses a geothermal heating 
and cooling system, this presentation format could effectively highlight the workings of such a system. 

Facilitated Water Benches (Wet Classroom) 

This set of four or five exhibit benches will be designed to support open-ended, water-based activities. These 
portable benches will support specific kinds of experiments and process demonstrations, including those that use 
microscopes and other lab-bench tools. Whether they are used as a group, or one at a time, these benches will 
require facilitation and easy hook-up to water and electricity. 
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Mississippi River Overlook (The Bridge) 

While in the second-level bridge, visitors and program participants will find relevant and timely information about 
the river. Here, the river is the exhibit, and the various media and graphics that people encounter will help them 
see something about the river they didnõt already knowñlike entering a control booth at NASA. They key 
objective for this experience will be to put visitors, program participants, and staff in touch with real-time, 
perspective-shifting information about the river and watershed. Each visit should reveal something new 
happening in and on the riverñupstream and downstream. 

Possible stations might include: 

Á Real-time data from local stormwater outlets (scroll through locations, volume and rate) 

Á Wildlife monitoring (live nest cams) 

Á River conditions reported from downstream 

Á Weather station read-outs (on-site), upstream storm events, St. Cloud 

Á Bulletin board for phenological observations, migrations, fish catches (contributed information from 

members of partner organizations such as Minnesota Ornithological Union) 

Á Spotting scope 

Á Floor map (high resolution aerial photograph) of the MWMO watershed 

Weighing the Choices (Location undecided) 

Modeled after an existing exhibit activity, this oversized balancing scale gives users a way to measure and compare 
their water-use activities. This kind of activity works well to measure an individualõs carbon footprint, but given a 
series of choices about water, visitors can also see the impact of their use patterns across different scales. 

Additional Interpretive Elements 

In every building there are common, sometimes mundane, elements that can help carry messages about 
conservation and sustainable use of resources. As the opening of the new MWMO approaches, this list will 
expand to hold various elements that might just hold a good message for visitors and staff alike. It is also 
important that MWMO staff maintain a clean pallet for its planned and purposeful interpretive features, avoiding 
the visual clutter and spontaneous signage that can distract from priority messages. 

Á Trash and recycling receptacles can carry messages about product lifecycles, etc. 

Á Dinnerware used for meetings and events can hold a story about product lifecycle 

Á Etc. 
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Potential Outdoor Interpretive Features and Experience Concepts 

Modeling Best Management Practices 

Á Urban stormwater management for commercial and residential situations 

Á Cistern with a large and visible gauge showing water level 

Á Pervious pavement with aboveground exhibits that show the engineered structure that provides for 

infiltration 

Á Rainwater collection and use 

Á Raingardens 

Á Gray Roof/Blue Roof 

From two different vantage points, visitors will see two very different roofs side by side. The view from 
inside the bridge toward the river will prompt a comparison between a conventional roof and a òblueó roofñ
one designed to collect and use rainwater. In this case, the blue roof is outfitted with containers for growing 
edible plants. When viewing the roofs from ground levelñin the courtyard between the building and the 
garageñpeople will see two scuppers. Where rainwater reaches the ground, minimal interpretationñin 
words, images, and formñwill highlight the differing functions of the two roofs. 

Á Piezometers at groundwater monitoring stations marked with trail signs that feature photos and explanations 

of monitoring activities 

Places to Gather 

Á Amphitheater that accommodates small groups of less than 30 close to the stage area, or larger groups of up 

to 100 spreading up the hill 

Á Temporary pavilion/tent area designated for outdoor classroom and other activities 

Á Overlook platform with information about river traffic (commerce and wildlife) 

Á Fishing pier with a graphic depicting the riverõs bathymetry at this point 

Á Thoughtful placement of limestone blocks or boulders, especially those specimens that were either found on 

site, or have a local origin or use 

Waterõs Path to the River 

Á Sequence of treatment features leading to the riverñfor stormwater and people 

Á Trail with program stations for small gatherings around points of interest 

Á Hand pump to move water into buried pipes to demonstrate waterõs route during a staged (programmed) 

storm event 

Á Stormwater outlet embedded into the lower bankñpart real, part illusion 

As visitors approach what looks like an actual stormwater outlet near the shoreline, they find themselves 
looking not into an 8-foot diameter pipe, but into a photograph. The image is set behind a steel grate that 
covers the end of the storm drain. It is a photograph of the inside of a pipe and is intended to fool the eye 
and give the impression of looking deep into an actual stormdrain outlet. 

Á Art installations and earthworks to recall historical landscapes (floodplain, bluffs, springs, and ravines) 
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Getting on and off the Water 

Á Dock and canoe landing for Mississippi River Canoe Trail stopover 

Gauging the Riverõs Depth 

Á Water-level gauge in the river close to shore 

Á Permanent markers near the shoreline and up the bank to recall high and low water levels 

Á Visible depth gauge far from shore 

Á Current water levels shown near the main entrance 

Á Pier or dock structure that registers changing water levels by floating or by sloping down into the water 

Exhibiting Building Features 

Á Signs with viewfinders to interpret solar panels, materials, orientation of windows, etc. 

Á Whatõs happening in the garage? Visitors can look though a window on their way up the stairs to the bridge, 

seeing a portion of the facility, aided by a graphic panel with words and pictures. 

Á Door-panel images on the west elevation of the garage depict the tasks involved in research and monitoring, 

making this work visible to visitors outside the garage. 

Plant Community Exhibits 

Á Plant labels throughout the site 

Á In many ways, the MWMO site can function as a kind of botanical garden, where native trees, shrubs, and 

perennials are displayed for their aesthetic and horticultural value as well as their ecological value. 

Á Planters with drop-down sides to reveal root structures 

Connecting Trails 

Á Bike racks with mission-related design elements 

Á Possible interpretive signs on the Lowry Bridge overlook that invite trail users to explore the MWMO 

building and landscape
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Interpretive media stations in the lobby  
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Interpretive features in the bridge, view toward main building 
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Water Cycle activities in the lobby, wet classroom in the background 


