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Why do we use demonstration gardens? 

• Educational tool 
• Appeals to learners of all types 
• “seeing is believing” 
• Effective for many audiences 
• Homeowners 
• Youth 
• Green industry professionals 

 
Why do we use demonstration gardens? 

• Effective for many issues 
• Water conservation 
• Pollinator preservation 
• Food production 

 
Demo Gardens as Educational Tools 

• Self-directed learning 
• Provide sensory, exploratory experiences 
• Can increase learning when combined with classroom element 
• Short- and long-term outcomes 
• Knowledge gain 
• Increased curiosity 
• Improved skills 
• Problem solving 
• Behavior change 
• Increased confidence 
• Attitude change 

 
An Effective Demonstration Garden  

• Strong Horticultural Focus 
• Engaged Visitors  
• Strong Message (interpretive plan) 
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• Visitors who leave the garden and try something they saw or heard about or 
experienced 

 
Defining Your Garden’s Mission 

• The mission statement for the demonstration garden should answer the question 
“Why are we here?”  

• Your mission statement should include: 
o Your target audience 
o Your purpose 
o The geographic area that you serve 

• Mission will guide development of garden, promotional materials, advertisement, 
and more 

 
ENGAGING VISITORS IN OUR DEMONSTRATION GARDENS 
Are our gardens for ourselves or for the public? 
 
Who do you want to visit your garden? 

• Know which visitors you are trying to reach 
• Better to do a great job meeting the needs of your target visitors that to do a “meh” 

job of serving “everyone” 
• This information will help develop ad campaigns, plan special exhibitions, add new 

services, and drive planning process 
 
How frequently do visitors come to the garden? 

• How many times does the typical visitor come to your garden? 
• “Lifestyle” visitors are incredibly loyal, helping you to spread your message to 

others.  
• 47% of frequent visitors to cultural organizations are also donors. 

 
How long do you want visitors to stay? 

• Important measure of how deeply visitors have engaged in your offerings 
• Longer stays mean that people are soaking up your content 
• How long is your ideal visit? 

o 90 minutes for a workshop 
o An hour to walk through 
o 2 hours for a family picnic 

 
What do you want visitors to do at the garden? 

• You want visitors to engage when they are at your site 
o Read plant labels and interpretive signs 
o Manipulate interactive displays 
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o Take photographs 
o Get questions answered by a MGEV 
o Play 
o Socialize with others in their group 

 
What do you want visitors to do after they leave your garden? 

• Tell friends about your garden (can you reward visitors for referrals?) 
• Make plans to come back 
• Take part in fundraising 
• Come to another Extension event 
• Volunteer at the garden or become a MGEV 
• Take part in some kind of activity that aligns with your mission 
• Become active in conservation issues? 
• Start their own garden? 
• Learn more about plants and gardening? 

 
Success 
Visitors who leave the garden and try something they saw or heard about or experienced 
 
Coming Often and Staying Awhile 

• The first key to getting visitors to come back is to recognize that you are trying to 
influence their behavior.  

• Be clear about what kinds of behavior you are trying to influence 
• Make your content personally relevant and engage all five senses 

 
TEACHING FROM THE GARDEN 
 
Demonstration Gardens as Teaching Tools 

• MGEVs love to garden! 
• Demo gardens are effective for many learning styles and all kinds of visitors 

 
Encourage Learning with 

• Strong Horticultural Focus 
• Engaged Visitors  
• Strong Message (interpretive plan) 

 
Branding 

• What logo is used on your invitation materials? 
• Do you use more than one? 
• Do they match our name and personality? 
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• How will visitors respond to your sign? 
 
What should MGEVs be teaching? 
 
 
What transforms a DISPLAY garden into a DEMONSTRATION garden? 
 
 
 
Interpretation 
Mission-based communication process that forges emotional and intellectual connections 
between the interests of the audience and meanings inherent in resources 
 
Themes 

• Support mission of the garden 
• Visitors should leave knowing something about the organization and the role it plays 

in supporting a shared heritage 
 
Using a Theme 

• Use stories to coordinate your communication 
• Guides exterior, interior, signs, printed materials, and website 
• Works in tandem with your mission 

 
Create a theme 

• A sentence made of three parts: subject, action verb, and an outcome 
• Subject – better if focuses on your visitors (makes it personally relevant) 
• Verb – use active verbs to show life and motion 
• Outcome – this is the “so what?” for your visitors; answers the question “Why 

should I care?” 
• Use as tag lines, work into materials; does not have to be used word-for-word 

 
Sensory Appeal 

• Target Particular Audiences 
• Identify target audience 
• Level of garden attendance affects which informal education methods can be used 

 
Create interpretation with a specific audience in mind 

• Adult non-specialist 
• Families with children between 2 and 7 

 
 

4



 

Engaged Visitors 
• Know who your visitors are 
• Make sure they are who you want them to be 
• Engage them at the site 
• Get them to stay a while 
• Get them to come back again and again 

 
Interpretive Plans 

• Having at least 3 different approaches provides variety and appeal 
• Plan for passive, active, independent, and interactive interpretation 

 
Interpretive Media 

• Plant Labels 
• Signs 
• Brochures 
• Electronic Media 
• Drop-In Events and Workshops 
• Tours 
• Discovery Carts and Kits 

 
Plant Labels 

• Weather proof 
• Scientific name, family name, common name 
• Stories about the plant’s history and use 

 
Signs 

• Identify a garden area 
• Introduce theme or topic 
• Draw attention to a plant or highlight an ephemeral event 
• Must be pay off for reading the sign, an answer to “so what?” 
• Placement should draw attention to the subject rather than block the view to the 

subject 
 

• Set a grade level and readability score as part of your guidelines (use word processor 
feature); 4-6th grade level with 60%+ readability 

• A garden sign must attract a visitor’s attention AND hold it long enough for him/her 
to read and understand the text. 

• Allow enough space for reading without being crowded from behind 
 

• Use one serif typeface for text 
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• Use one bold sans-serif typeface for headlines 
• Use mixture of upper- and lower-case letters, NOT all uppercase 
• Left justification 
• Older eyes need strong contrasting colors 
• Make sure font size is appropriate 

 
• Info signs should be no longer than 150 words broken up into 3, 50-word paragraphs 
• Include photos or illustrations to replace words when you can 

 
• Use action verbs and tighten up writing 
• Convey 3-5 concepts 
• Use short titles for each paragraph that can actually tell the story on their own 

 
• Limit Hand-written Signs 
• Use temporary signage carefully and strategically 

 
Brochures 

• Most powerful form of interpretation 
• Reaches beyond the garden 
• Often keepsakes 
• Use for marketing and orientation 
• Can include mission and history, collections highlights, map of the grounds, rules 

 
Electronic media 

• Changes quickly; must be updated regularly 
• Requires research, time, funds 
• Should bring the visitor closer to the garden’s mission, themes, and collections 
• Mobile guides  
• Kiosks  
• Web materials – reaches people outside of the garden 

 
• Can be a way to engage and connect the visitor outside of the garden 
• Keep visitors up-to-date when they are away 
• Encourage them to come see something new! 
• Drop-in Events and Workshops 

o Performance based (i.e., reading a book) 
o Performance based (i.e., craft activity) 
o Demonstrative (i.e., shrub pruning) 
o Clearly linked to the mission and themes of the garden 
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Tours 

• Make eye contact with visitors 
• Talk TO visitors rather than AT them or to the plants 
• Keep communication simple 
• Relate to the theme when possible, using it to transition from one object to the next 
• Wait and gather your group together at the next stop before talking 

 
• Use themes to create new tours of the same spaces 
• Use simple questionnaires to get feedback and measure results 
• (Additional materials included in your workshop materials) 

 
• Don’t forget or discount self-guided tours 
• Use clever signage and written materials so that the independent visitor can engage 

in the garden, too 
 
Discovery Carts 

• Small, unmanned stations that can be moved around the garden 
• Interactive exhibits or display that support the theme of the garden or specific areas 

 
Discovery Packs 

• Check out from office 
• Contains interpretive materials and tools 

o Binoculars 
o Bird books 
o Plant books 
o Insect guides 
o Measuring tape 
o Crayons and paper for leaf rubbings 

 
Interpretive Plan 
Enable the garden to speak for you when no one is there 
Take a few minutes to jot down ideas for expanding your interpretive plan 
 
HOMEWORK: Create a Tour! 

• Work in groups to outline a tour of your demonstration garden 
• Packet contains a tour planning worksheet 
• Choose a horticultural focus for your tour 
• Resources in your materials include “Building Effective Tours” from The Museum 

Educator’s Manual 
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PULLING IT ALL TOGETHER 
 
Demo gardens are effective for many learning styles and all kinds of visitors 
 
Encourage Learning with 

• Strong Horticultural Focus 
• Engaged Visitors  
• Strong Message (interpretive plan) 

 
Engaged Visitors 

• Know who your visitors are 
• Make sure they are who you want them to be 
• Engage them at the site 
• Get them to stay a while 
• Get them to come back again and again 

 
Interpretive Plans 

• Create gardens that speak for themselves when you are not there 
• At least 3 different approaches provides variety and appeal 
• Plan for passive, active, independent, and interactive interpretation 

 
Success 
Visitors who leave the garden and try something they saw or heard about or experienced 
 
 
 
SHERI DORN 
Extension Horticulturist, Consumer Ornamentals 
Coordinator, Georgia Master Gardener Extension Volunteer Program 
University of Georgia Department of Horticulture 
sdorn@uga.edu 
770-228-7243 
 
SARAH SAWYER 
Program Assistant 
Georgia Master Gardener Extension Volunteer Program 
University of Georgia Department of Horticulture 
sarahdh@uga.edu  
770-228-7243 
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DEFINING YOUR MISSION 
The mission statement for your demonstra  on garden should answer the ques  on “Why are we here?” 
Your mission statement should include: 
• Your target audience
• Your purpose
• The geographic area that you serve
Write your mission statement here. If you already have a mission statement, review it now. If you do not
have one, write no more than three sentences about what your site’s overall goal is.

Once you have dra  ed a rough mission statement, ask “Why is that important?” A  er you answer the 
ques  on, ask it four more  mes. (This can be done over several mee  ngs and will help you dis  ll your 
mission to its essence.) 

Share a dra   of your mission statement with your project team so that everyone can review and 
contribute to it. It will evolve. 

TEACHING WITH DEMONSTRATION GARDENS 

Ac  vity
Defi ning Your Mission
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TEACHING WITH DEMONSTRATION GARDENS

WORKSHEET
Interpre  ve Plan

INTERPRETIVE PLAN

Current Ac  vi  es Person to do task 
and  me required Audience Budget Poten  al expansion with 

addi  onal resources Needs to be eliminated

YES         NO

YES         NO

YES         NO

YES         NO
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Giving Tours of the Demonstra  on Garden

1. Introduce yourself, represen  ng UGA Extension and the Master Gardener Extension Volunteer Pro-
gram. Briefl y describe your role as a MGEV, partnering with Extension to bring research-based garden-
ing informa  on to the public. Be sure you are wearing your MGEV name badge!

2. Introduce the garden, explaining its mission. Relate the details of its history and how it is managed.
Recognize any community partners. Explain any themes or other details that are relevant.

3. Explain the length of the tour and per  nent details like water and restrooms (if applicable).
4. Make sure your informa  on is accurate. If you do not know the answer, do not hesitate to say so. In-

stead, carry note cards and a pencil and give one to the visitor and have them write down their ques-
 on on one side with their name, address, and phone number on the other side. Collect the card, then
fi nd the answer for them, and follow up with a le  er or phone call to the visitor with the correct infor-
ma  on. This shows the concern and interest of the docent as well as the organiza  on about correctly
answering ques  ons of the visitors and also sa  sfi es the need of the visitor. It also gives the docent an
alterna  ve to just saying “I don’t know,” which feels more like “I don’t care.”

5. Know how to correctly pronounce names, terms, and accurately explain cultural background of objects,
and use of technical informa  on.

6. Be able to provide informa  on at several learning levels, considering visitors’ age, knowledge, and
prepara  on.

7. Know more about the objects than can be presented in one tour. This knowledge allows one a comfort
level with the topic when answering ques  ons as well as fl exibility in responding to the interests of the
group.

8. Be able to group and regroup objects together to serve a variety of objec  ves.
9. Consider a statement about the discipline. For example, remember history is accurate recording and

 me and context. It is necessary to explain objects in their  me and context, not ours today.
10. “The next stop will conclude our tour with…”Conclude the tour by reviewing the theme and  e it all to-

gether. Call for ques  ons, thanking the visitors for their par  cipa  on. Share details for upcoming events
and share any handouts you may have. Perhaps ask what was their favorite plant or a new thing they
discovered.

Tips
• Make eye contact with visitors
• Talk TO visitors rather than AT them or to the plants
• Keep communica  on simple
• Relate to the theme when possible, using it to transi  on from one object to the next
• Wait and gather your group together at the next stop before talking

Giving Tours of the 
Demonstra  on Garden

Adapted from: 

Johnson, A.; K.A. Huber; N. Cutler; M. Bingmann; and T. Grove. 2009. The Museum Educator’s Manual: Educators Share Successful Techniques. New 
York: Rowman and Li  lefi eld Publishers, Inc.

TEACHING WITH DEMONSTRATION GARDENS
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Tours need to be cohesive and result in a complete thought. Each stop on the tour adds supporting information to the 
main topic/argument of the tour. 

What horticultural topic could be the focus of your garden tour? _____________________________ 

__________________________________________________________________________________ 

Examples include: 

- Early spring blooming plants
- Fragrance in the garden
- Water-wise landscape practices

Now, outline 3 – 5 points that support the focus topic. 

1. _____________________________________________________________
2. _____________________________________________________________
3. _____________________________________________________________
4. _____________________________________________________________
5. _____________________________________________________________

Next, outline the information for each point that you want to convey in the tour. 

POINT INFO TO CONVEY LOCATION IN THE GARDEN 

TEACHING WITH DEMONSTRATION GARDENS 

Creating a Tour of Your Demonstra  on Garden

Creating a Tour of 
Your Demonstra  on 

Garden
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Next, set the order of the tour. Determine which order the locations should be visited, how much time spent at each 
stop. Think through transition statements that can be used between stops. Transitions are the lead-in to the next 
location and/or concept on the tour. Make connections between the points of the tour and the plants and practices that 
they are seeing. 

Last, create a conclusion. If possible, bring the group to a point where many of the items you have discussed come 
together in one place. Summarize your tour by restating the points that you made. Thank the audience for attending. 
Remind them of upcoming events at the garden. Direct them to an evaluation or follow-up step, if applicable. Gather 
names and email addresses for future correspondence, etc. 
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