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Orienting Visitors, 
Developing Patrons 

Case Studies of Some Educational Formats Used in 
North American Japanese Gardens

by Tracy C. Teran

Many Japanese gardens in North America feature group educational activities 
such as tours, workshops, and cultural events. These interpretative programs 

provide a critical point of contact with the public that can enhance a garden’s 
relevance for visitors.  Adhering to best practices in educational programming is 
one strategy to raise the visibility and viability of Japanese gardens. 

Public education closely links public gardens with museums and other venues 
where people freely choose to go for pleasure and education. John H. Falk and 
Lynn D. Dierking write that, “At the most basic level, all learning is about affirming 
the self. In particular, free-choice learning is the way we find out more about who 
we are and how we fit into our physical, social and cultural world.”1  NAJGA’s 
baseline survey of 59 Japanese gardens revealed that 61 percent offer educational 
programs and 79 percent offer public docent tours (Figs. 2, 3, 4).2 Because Japanese 
gardens - like museums, science centers, and cultural performance spaces - are 
competitors in the expansive free choice learning market, they benefit from 
developing educational programs that suit their particular needs and goals.  

This article presents some of the pros and cons of three basic educational 
formats: docent tours, didactic signs, and guides-by-cell. It is intended to aid 
public garden administrators and educators in strategizing best methods of 
interpretation. More broadly, when garden visitors and professionals are aware 
of best practices in education, they can advocate for their wise use in the 
gardens that they create, visit and love. 

Even in this introductory study, it is apparent that docent tours, signs and guides-
by-cell work in different ways. Although a qualitative assessment based on visitor 
response awaits further research, the following case studies show that garden 

1. John H. Falk and Lynn D. Dierking, Lessons Without Limit: How Free-Choice Learning is Transforming 
Education, (Walnut Creek: AltaMira Press, 2002), 25.

2. The baseline survey, getting 59 responses from 120 public gardens to basic questions about staff, budget, 
history and programs, was conducted in 2010 by faculty from California State University, Long Beach and 
staff at the university’s Earl Burns Miller Japanese Garden. A second survey, conducted in spring 2012, used 
interviews to gather data about interpretation and to encourage organizational self-assessment. Both surveys 
were conducted under the auspices of the North American Japanese Garden Association with funds from the 
Japan Foundation. The following case studies are drawn from the gardens that responded to education survey, 
with additional interviews conducted for this article.
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educators have effective tools at their disposal, and that visitors are increasingly 
likely to encounter gardens through methods meant to enhance their experience. 

INTERPRETIVE EDUCATION:  WHY IT MATTERS

Japanese gardens are important sites for learning, intercultural exchange and 
meaningful leisure. As such, the American Alliance of Museums (AAM), the 

leading professional museum association and advocacy organization, considers 
Japanese gardens in the same organizational category as art museums and historical 
societies. This designation of Japanese gardens as living museums  may surprise 
and concern some garden enthusiasts, however, from a pragmatic perspective, it 
is highly beneficial. For instance, funding is available to Japanese gardens via the 
museum identity through federal agencies like the Institute of Museum and Library 
Services. Yet, in 2012, AAM reported that only three percent of arboretums and 
botanical gardens are accredited.3 For public gardens, another major benefit is the 
opportunity for educators and administrators to study the interpretative methods 
of other institutions in order to plan suitable educational content and delivery.4 

Gardens can effectively orient visitors by using interpretive formats that disseminate 
information about a garden’s particular features, cultural context and place in history. 
Interpretive programs act as ambassadors, providing critical forms of mediation 
between a garden and its audiences. Through such programs, gardens are better 
able to affect behavior, express ideological perspectives, complicate, perpetuate or 
debunk histories, myths and stereotypes, and influence cultural attitudes toward 
Japanese and Japanese Americans. In short, interpretative programs help gardens 
state their importance in our lives and to our society.5

Docent tours, signage and guides-by-cell come with costs, financial and otherwise, 
but the benefits justify the investment. For the people who frequently visit 
museums and Japanese gardens, interpretive education is desirable although not 
critical given this audience’s background in museum/garden etiquette and cultural 
history. However, for those visitors new to educational leisure sites, a variety of 
interpretive formats are vital for several reasons. These tools orient visitors to key 
historical information, structure an explorative experience, and can do so in various 
languages and in ways that speak to contemporary needs. Consequently, they help 
build a broad base of future support that reflects the diverse urban centers where 
most public gardens are located. Therefore, thoughtful, interpretive orientation and 
programming is imperative for the growth of Japanese gardens in the 21st century.                                                  

3. Accessed February 1, 2013. aam-us.org/resources/assessment-programs/accreditation/statistics

4. The broadening of AAM’s purview and an accreditation push by the American Public Garden Association 
(APGA) have led to a more pronounced effort to professionalize practices. For AAM guidelines, see National 
Standards and Best Practices for U.S. Museums. The Institute of Museum and Library Services also guides 
organizations to self-study and assessment though its MAP program and subsequent grants.

5. Ford W. Bell, President of AAM, makes a case for museums that is easily extended to Japanese gardens in 
North America, “it is only with a critical mass of advocates that we can forever erase the misperception—
widely held in Congress and elsewhere—that museums are mere amenities and not essential entities that knit 
our communities together.” Ford W. Bell, DVM, “Progress Report,” Museum, November-December 2012. 
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THE DOCENT TOUR:  THREE LEVELS OF 
ORGANIZATIONAL CONTROL

Japanese gardens are a destination for the general 
public and for K-12 students. Many gardens manage 

both groups through tours. The docent/guide 
typically escorts visitors through the garden, stopping 
to explain the significance of distinct features. The 
docent tour mimics the classroom dynamic through 
collaborative learning, an educational strategy that 
utilizes active participation rather than the passive 
delivery of information.6  

The docent tour facilitates a personal connection 
with the visitor. For the public, they often become 
the garden’s face. For the garden, they often play 
important roles. Often retired educators, docents 
can inform garden administrators about education 
methods. Docents can also provide key sources of 
volunteer and fiduciary support. However, as tour 
leaders, docents can often become idiosyncratic, 
playing into their own and visitor’s fantasies, offering 
“infotainment,” and veering far from the garden’s 
ideal narrative. As docents age and organizations 
shift to embrace a more contemporary presentation, 
some long-term docents must be transitioned into 
other roles. 

Despite these basic benefits and challenges, docent 
tours may differ substantially based on a garden’s 
mission and resources. The following examples 
present three management levels of organizational 
control from the largely ad hoc docent program 
to the more tightly controlled environment. San 
Francisco’s Japanese Tea Garden features the most 
distinct program, operated by a third party. This 
structure is practical given that garden’s governance 
structure. Though substantially different in content and 
mission, the Nikka Yuko and Shofuso gardens share 
the conventional “museum model” of selecting and 
training docents. Both gardens have been successful 
at collaborating with local universities and board 
members to provide educational, site-specific content. 

At San Francisco’s municipally run Japanese Tea 
Garden, staff resources are strictly dedicated to 
physical maintenance of the historic garden.7 Free 
group tours of city landmarks are provided by City 
Guides, a non-profit member of the San Francisco 
Park Alliance. About two-dozen guides give tours 
of the Japanese Tea Garden, seven days a week. 
Guides conduct their own research and produce a 
script vetted by the City Guides board and director.  
Guides are encouraged to make the script their 
own, based on the principle that volunteers should 
“express their love for the city.”8          

6.  For a recent webinar on collaborative learning sponsored by the California Association of Museums, see: www.calmuseums.org.

7. Other Bay Area Japanese gardens managed by municipal parks and recreation departments, including those in San Mateo and San Jose, do not 
have interpretive education. They are managed by park rangers as one of many city green spaces. 

8. Michael Cushing, Executive Director San Francisco Park Alliance, interview, November 2012. The concessionaire that runs the gift shop and 
restaurant also provides interpretive education through displays in the structures they control.

Fig. 3.  Baseline Survey Report by Hiromi Masunaga, professor of Statistics, CSULB, January 2011.

Fig. 4.  Baseline Survey Report, Hiromi Masunaga, January 2011.

Fig. 5.  Baseline Survey Report, Hiromi Masunaga, January 2011



52

Without cohesive and proactive management, the 
Japanese Tea Garden does not assert a particular 
organizational identity. Because each tour reflects 
the docent who gives it, as a whole, the tours at the 
garden are a collage of accounts.9 Perhaps this lack 
of a unified voice appropriately reflects the Garden’s 
complex history, which has diverse - and often 
opposing - variations.10 While such heterogeneous 
presentations may be useful on some levels, there 
is the considerable risk of spreading misinformation.

The conflicting stories presented at San Francisco 
exemplify the most ubiquitous problem with docent 
tours. Because they utilize a person to explain complex 
ideas, even the most rigorously controlled program 
and fully scripted tour, may be subject to improvisation. 
Most often, where improvisation leads to error, they 
are subjective accounts and reflect the political, 
social and cultural position of the teller. Despite their 

benefit, human guides are a challenge to management 
that strives for a consistent historical narrative and 
institutional identity. Because docent “story creep” 
thrives under lax management, best practices 
emphasize on-going professional development and 
review of docents. Organizations an docents are most 
effective when they utilize the external resources of 
specialists and collaborate with similar institutions.11 

The Shofuso Japanese House and Garden in 
Philadelphia represent a more typical docent tour. 
From the garden's inception in 1958, the site was 
interpreted solely within the context of general 
Japanese cultural principles. This approach made a 
certain amount of sense as Shofuso is a Japanese villa 
in the style known as shōin-zukuri. Despite the antiquity 
of this form, Shofuso has a compelling modern history. 
The garden sits on the site of Japan’s display at the 
1876 Centennial Exposition, and was designed by the 

9. Steven Pitsenbarger, gardener at the Japanese Tea Garden, interview, March, 2012. 

10. Kendall H. Brown, “Rashômon: the multiple histories of the Japanese Tea Garden at Golden Gate Park,” Studies in the History of Gardens & 
Designed Landscapes; Vol. 18 Issue 2 (Summer 1998).

11. For a study of this in Japanese gardens in North America, see “Institutional Fake-lore: Essays by Meg Faison, Kathleen Blanchard, Brian Funk, 
Scott Brooks, Mary Bigelow, and Luanne Kanzawa,” Sukiya Living Magazine No. 76 (July/August 2010). 

Fig. 5.  Ephemeral signs used at Sansho-En, Chicago Botanic Garden, 
allow for seasonal messages (photo by Ken Brown)
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noted modern architect Junzō Yoshimura and garden builder Tansai Sano.12 Realizing 
the garden’s alignment with historically significant Philadelphia sites, with assistance 
from the Pew Historical Trust, Shofuso revised the educational program in 2008. 

The local history of Japan in Philadelphia forms the core of the message transmitted 
by 25 volunteer docents. The docents are diverse, including college students 
looking for volunteer experience, persons drawn to the visual setting and recruits 
responding to online appeals.13 They are trained by the educational manager and 
mentored by Japanese studies specialist Frank Chance, a former Shofuso director, 
and now Director of the University of Pennsylvania’s Center for East Asian Studies. 

The docents are given a script that is a flexible, collaborative document created 
by each class of docents, that is reviewed and then revised by two lead docents. 
After a mandatory introduction to Shofuso’s history, guides are encouraged 
to shape the tour to the interests of each specific tour group. In this model, 
management balances historical fact with personal understanding, asserting a 
level of control over the public message while maintaining elasticity in the 
delivery of the material. 

In contrast to the typical volunteer docent at Shofuso, the Nikka Yuko Japanese 
Garden provides a relatively rare model of seasonal guides working on salary. At 
the City of Lethbridge’s Nikka Yuko Japanese Garden, located on the plains of 
southern Alberta, the mission is “to provide visitors with the opportunity to see 
Japanese garden design and learn about Japanese culture.”14 The garden, whose 
name calls for enduring peaceful Canadian-Japanese relations,15 testifies to the 
profound impact of Japanese Canadians on the area. 

Working with a senior interpreter, the paid cultural interpreters learn a script 
produced by an academic who sits on the garden’s board. They also receive basic 
horticultural information from the head gardener. Because of the garden’s desire 
to authentically represent Japanese culture, docents wear Japanese-style clothing. 
Guides function as didactic actors for the fee-based public tours offered during the 
garden’s summer season.16 Like those historical sites where costumed actors often 
perform re-enactments or speak in period language, Nikka Yuko utilizes theatrical 
techniques to immerse the viewer in the educational content. 

As part of their job duties, cultural interpreters are included in bi-weekly full staff 
meetings to discuss staff issues and public programs. At the conclusion of the season, 

12. An abbreviated version of the garden’s history is found in Kendall H. Brown, Quiet Beauty: Japanese 
Gardens of North America (Rutland, VT: Tuttle, 2013).

13. Kim Andrews, interview, March 2012. 

14. Lindy Rollingson, interview, March 2012. 

15. The name calls for enduring peaceful Canadian-Japanese relations - ni, (nihon for Japan), ka (kanada, 
for Canada) and yuko (friendship).

16. Lindy Rollingson, interview, March 2012. For those not interested in the docent tour, an mp3 tour can 
be purchased.
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docents undergo an exit interview to evaluate their experience. Nikka Yuko fully 
involves part-time educational staff with senior staff and board members, stressing the 
organization’s mission to be an authentic Japanese garden in all aspects of operations. 

Successful docent programs must balance organizational control and docent 
autonomy. The right amount of each promotes unified institutional messaging and 
satisfied docents. Trust from management also grants docents the freedom to tap 
into their unique talents, embrace the particular impact of their garden on visitors, 
and thus keep their audience engaged.

EPHEMERAL AND PERMANENT SIGNAGE:  SANSHO-EN AT THE 
CHICAGO BOTANIC GARDEN

Often the reliability of signage, ephemeral or permanent, may be an 
enhancement to overcome inconsistent tours. Despite this dependability, the 

debate over signage in museum education is even more pronounced in the natural 
environment of gardens. Supporters hold that signs provide visitors with a level 
of autonomy (they choose to read, or not), and serve as important orientation 
markers and visual learning tools. Critics counter that they distract the viewer and 
disrupt the potentially calming experience offered by a Japanese garden. At Sansho-
En, the Garden of the Three Islands, the education staff of the Chicago Botanic 

Fig. 6.  Guide-by-cell instructional placard at the Roji-en at the Morikami Museum and 
Japanese Gardens in Delray Beach, Florida (photo by Ken Brown)
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Gardens provides two types of informative signs to 
complement a small docent program. 

The CBG engages a Director of Interpretive 
Programs who manages a system of permanent and 
ephemeral signs that attempt to balance education 
with enjoyment. Thematic signs communicate broad 
Japanese garden concepts through the explanation 
of the horticultural and design techniques.17 Fifteen 
10 x 18 inch permanent signs describe key features 
of the garden, including the tea house and moss 
garden. Each sign, bearing the distinctive logo of 
Sansho-En, contains a few sentences of text printed 
in white on black. In addition, six ephemeral signs, 
written by hand, are placed throughout the garden. 
Not only do they alter the look of the printed signs, 
they can be changed to convey seasonal information 
or to reflect new ideas.

Both ephemeral and permanent signs reinforce 
Japanese cultural principles. For example, the 
permanent sign, “The Beauty of Age,” stresses that 
“In Japan, age is strongly revered.”18 The ephemeral 
counterpart, “Sabi: Weathered Patina,” describes 
how this cultural value is fostered in gardens. Further 
information on both signs informs viewers that 
Japanese pruning techniques often strive to create 
the appearance of old age in pine trees. 

For most botanical gardens, signage identifying types 
of plants are imperative to the mission and thus 
other types of signs extend this approach. In the 
more cultural space of a Japanese garden, educators 
face a series of difficult questions: How appropriate 
are signs in general? How might different kinds of 
signs appeal to different audiences? Does the softer 
aesthetic of the hand-made sign invite learning as a 
welcome change to the weathered, static appearance 
of permanent signs, and do these signs better fit 
the aesthetics of Japanese gardens? Should signs be 
used only when they can be displayed discretely, for 
instance near buildings? Do signs work best when 
used minimally and in tandem with docent tours and 

pamphlets? Or should signs give way to new user-
carried technology like guide-by-cell?

COMPETING FOR ATTENTION IN THE 
TECHNOLOGICAL AGE:  CELL GUIDES 
AT THE MORIKAMI MUSEUM AND      
JAPANESE GARDENS

For the Japanese garden visitor under thirty-five 
years old, technology plays a key role in learning. 

In a recent presentation, Nik Honeysett, AAM board 
member and Head of Administration at the J. Paul 
Getty Museum, encouraged museum administrators 
to respond to the learning demands of the “AO 
generation” (Always Online) in order to remain 
relevant. “Access in the 21st century museum should 
be a self-less, sharing experience. Access is not about 
showing people our stuff, it’s about giving people our 
stuff . . . .”19 Therefore, in order to make an impact 
on younger visitors (the next generation of visitors 
and philanthropists), it makes sense to provide a 
compelling educational interface that helps create a 
desire to visit, then support, and, eventually, advocate 
for Japanese gardens. 

Designed by Hoici Kurisu, Roji-en - Garden of the 
Drops of Dew - is a 13-acre garden amid a much 
larger agricultural parcel in Delray Beach, FL. Visitors 
can opt to navigate six distinct gardens aroud a large 
pond by cell phone or remotely through their web 
site. The garden experience carrys out Kurisu's vision 
of healing or restorative gardens while maintaining 
George Morikami's desire to preserve and transmit 
the area's history and culture. The Morikami Museum 
and Japanese Gardens makes great use of social media 
as well as the more traditional printed and mailed 
newsletters to reach many levels of garden enthusiasts.

Guide-by-cell gives visitors the choice of learning 
on their own terms and allows them to share the 
experience with others via online platforms. Twenty-
five tour stops match the points of interest in the 
Visitor’s Guide.  The main page contains three tabs 

17. Kristie Webber, interview, October, 2012.

18. Photograph from Mary Plunkett. 

19. Nik Honeysett, Keynote Presentation at the Annual Meeting of Western Museum Association, Palm Springs, CA, October, 2012. 
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- info, photos and comments - that users can toggle through while the audio plays. 
TourOn technology also allows visitors to track their location using a GPS map.20 

This tour format offers a social media aspect (offering comments) and provides 
multiple views of each tour stop (photographs section) so it can also be used by 
virtual visitors.

In addition to stressing the restorative impact of the garden, the interpretive 
content at Roji-en is infused with a message on cultural tolerance. For instance, 
at stop seventeen, former Director Larry Rosensweig discusses the history of 
Yamato Island, an early-twentieth century Japanese farming colony. The narrator 
then prompts the listener to consider this history alongside their personal history 
within the context of the American immigrant experience.21 

Part of the strength of this format is that the narrator does not address an abstract 
viewer. She develops a “second-life” relationship with the visitor. Similar to a docent, 
the narrator talks to you and asks you to participate in the meaning-making process. 
Echoing Honeysett’s sentiments, visitors are looking less for opportunities to be fed 
information, but seeking ways to connect with information.   

The tour mixes education with entertainment, and the challenge seems to be 
finding the right balance. Although the use of music and dramatic monologues 
makes some museum and historic house tours seem like info-tainment, Roji-en’s 
tour stresses the designer’s intent, and each stop reinforces the purpose and 
meaning of specific features. Unlike the docent tour or signage, this model relies 
on a tech savvy viewer and staff to facilitate technical problems. Electronic devices, 
however, electronic devices can distract the viewer and other visitors from the 
reality of the garden experience surrounding them. 

THE NEXT TASK:  JAPANESE GARDEN EDUCATORS

While museum models and resources can be useful, the particular nature 
of North American Japanese gardens means that administrators and 

garden educators must adapt garden education to meet their site's needs. This 
idea follows the central premise of NAJGA, that North American Japanese 
gardens not only are distinguished by being in North America, but they differ 
by region, serve unique purposes, and are used by a distinct demographic. 
Moreover, each Japanese garden has a unique historical context. Yet, because 
these gardens and museums have some areas of commonality in the area of 
education, educators and administrators can best serve their garden and the 
larger field not merely by joining the larger dialogue, but by advocating for the 
distinct place of Japanese gardens within public cultural education. 

Contact Tracy C. Teran at Tracy.Teran@csulb.edu

20.  The tour was formatted to be accessed on a smart phone, but it can also be opened remotely at: www.
morikami.org/tour. Although the audio is identical in both formats, the low-resolution images make the 
website version a less appealing option. The audio is derived from the original audio tour, which is still 
available for rental. Samantha Levine e-mail message to author, September 25, 2012.

21. Accessed September 1, 2012, www.morikami.org/tour




