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1.  INTRODUCTION AND ROLE 

An Interpretive Docent is a trained volunteer that works under the direction and supervision 
of park staff to provide quality learning experiences for visitors at parks, visitor centers, 
historic sites and interpretive facilities. 

The Interpretive Docent Program is designed to meet the needs of volunteers who wish to 
assist the Santa Clara County Parks and Recreation Department in its mission to “provide, 
protect and preserve regional parklands for the enjoyment, education and inspiration of 
this and future generations”. The Docent Program offers opportunities for volunteers to 
expand their knowledge of Santa Clara County’s natural, cultural and historic resources, and 
to enrich the lives of many by communicating the value of those resources to park visitors 
and local communities.  

While serving as an Interpretive Docent is rewarding, it is also a challenging position that 
requires skills, commitment and dedication. These guidelines provide an overview of the 
Interpretive Docent Program and communicate what a volunteer should understand before 
becoming an Interpretive Docent. 
 
 
 

2.  DUTIES AND REQUIREMENTS 

DUTIES 
Under the direction of park staff, Interpretive Docents may: 

• Conduct interpretive programs and assist with interpretive projects and/or activities 
related to the natural, historic and cultural significance of park resources. 

• Provide assistance at facilities and visitor centers with functions such as sales area 
operations, greetings desk, exhibits, collections, and general maintenance. 

• Provide information, answer questions, and assist park visitors. 

REQUIREMENTS 
To become a County Park Interpretive Docent, each applicant will: 

• Complete and submit a Volunteer Application and Interpretive Docent supplemental 
questionnaire. 

• Participate in an informal interview by park staff. 
• Submit to fingerprinting as part of the initial screening process. 
• Attend an Interpretive Docent Orientation Workshop for new Docents. 
• Agree to wear a Department issued uniform (see Docent Uniforms, Section 6). 
• Agree to follow Volunteer Program Handbook and Interpretive Docent Guidelines. 

To remain active, each Interpretive Docent will: 
• Volunteer a minimum of 48 hours per year. 
• Attend at least one annual Docent enrichment program. 
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• Become familiar with site-specific Docent Guides, manuals and other informational 
materials provided. 

• Adhere to Volunteer Program Handbook and Interpretive Docent Guidelines 
• Participate as a Docent for one full year after the Docent Orientation Workshop. 

 
 
 

3.  ORIENTATION AND TRAINING 

All Interpretive Docent applicants will be expected to complete a comprehensive orientation, 
training and evaluation process prior to becoming an official Interpretive Docent with the 
County Parks Volunteer Program. 

Interpretive Docent Orientation Workshop (8-12 hours of training that covers): 
• Introduction and overview of Santa Clara County Parks System 
• General rules and regulations of parks and facilities 
• Volunteer Program Handbook and Docent Program Guidelines 
• Overview of Interpretive Sites, Facilities and Programs 
• Basic introduction of the principles of interpretation 
• General interpretive standards for programs, activities and audiences 
• Evaluation and feedback process 

Site-Specific Training (length of training will depend on site): 
After completion of the orientation workshop, Docent trainees will receive site-specific 
training for the parks, sites and facilities in which they will be volunteering. Docents will be 
provided with Docent Guides and other resource materials, and will be encouraged to 
“shadow” at least two interpretive programs given by existing Interpretive Docents and/or 
park staff before conducting activities or programs independently. Visiting other agencies 
and attending other Docent-led or staff-led hikes, tours and educational programs is highly 
encouraged. 

If a Docent wishes to volunteer at more than one park or interpretive facility, site-specific 
training and evaluation will need to be completed for each. It is at the discretion of the staff 
at a park site to waive portions of the training on an individual basis depending on the 
volunteer’s prior background, education and experience. Volunteers with extensive training, 
experience or knowledge related to a specific topic may even be asked to lead an enrichment 
training or assist staff with a component of Docent training for a site. For example, a 
volunteer with a background in geology may be requested to provide training for Docents at 
the New Almaden Quicksilver Mining Museum. 

Evaluation Process:  
Part of the training process is for a Docent to attend at least two staff-led or Docent-led 
programs and complete an evaluation of those programs before attempting to lead a program 
on his/her own. Once a Docent feels comfortable enough to lead a program, he/she will 
undergo an evaluation by park staff, complete a self-evaluation, and review both with site 
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staff. The purpose of this is to build confidence and consistency, not to judge or criticize. 
Programs by park staff and Docents will also be continually evaluated by visitors through the 
Park Program Evaluation feedback process. It is expected that Docents and staff will provide 
visitors with the customer comment cards after each program.  

On-going Training: 
To remain “active”, Interpretive Docents must also participate in annual enrichment training 
opportunities. Park staff will offer at least two enrichment trainings every year. Some may be 
on site, while others may be in the field or at another agency or facility. Interpretive Docents 
are encouraged to participate in at least one enrichment training every year to stay active, 
involved, and keep up with new information and trends in the interpretive field. Park staff 
will strive to offer a variety of experiences to Docents that are both fun and enriching for 
everyone. Examples of past enrichment trainings include tours of East Bay Regional Park’s 
Black Diamond Mines and Vasco Caves, visits to various State Park facilities, and 
demonstrations by local California Native Americans. 

Santa Clara County Parks also offers in-house trainings that Docents may be eligible to 
attend such as American Red Cross-Lay Responder (CPR/1st Aid), Certified Interpretive 
Guide (CIG) training, Drivers Training (for obtaining a County Driver’s License) and Park 
Radio Use training. 
 
 
 

4.  Expectations of a docent 

Docents are volunteers who represent the Santa Clara County Parks & Recreation 
Department. Docents are expected to conduct themselves in a manner that reflects pride in 
self and in the Parks Department. Like park staff, Docents must adhere to certain rules, 
procedures, and expectations. Docents who show an unwillingness to conform to the 
following expectations will be asked to leave the program. 

Scheduling: All Docent assignments or programs should be scheduled in advance for 
reasons of clear communication, safety, liability, and to minimize scheduling conflicts. If a 
Docent is not scheduled to work, but would like to assist, he/she must contact park staff in 
advance. All Docent-led programs are to be reviewed and coordinated with park staff well in 
advance to avoid conflicts with the Parks Master Calendar. [NOTE: If enough advanced 
notice is provided (typically 4-6 months) for a program, it can be advertised in the County 
Parks “Play Here” brochure and website calendar of activities. 

Punctuality: It is essential for Docents to be punctual for interpretive programs, activities, 
events and assignments. Preparation and set up times will vary depending on the needs of the 
specific activity. Always communicate directly with the staff coordinating the program in 
advance to confirm your arrival time, meeting location, and ensure that necessary resources 
are available. 

Dependability: Docents must attend all required training programs. If a Docent misses 
more than two hours of the orientation session, he/she will be asked to repeat the orientation 
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workshop the following year. Docents must also fulfill time commitments so that a reliable 
schedule may be established. If an unforeseen emergency arises and a Docent is unable to 
participate in a scheduled program, he/she must try to find a replacement from the Docent 
roster. If the Docent is unable to find a replacement, he/she should call and inform park staff 
at least one day in advance. If a Docent becomes ill and cannot fulfill an assignment, he/she 
should contact park staff as early as possible. 

Appearance: When serving as a Docent it is necessary to be neat and clean in appearance. 
Docents will wear a Department issued uniform and name tag when volunteering at a park 
site and working at public programs and events. 

Attitude: A pleasant and professional attitude is extremely important. A primary 
responsibility of a Docent is to ensure that all park visitors have a pleasant, enjoyable and 
safe experience. The public expects and deserves to be treated in a courteous and 
professional manner. If a visitor comes to a Docent with a complaint, the Docent should try 
to help with the complaint or direct the visitor to the appropriate park staff. 

Professionalism: Docents should make every effort to be well-informed and helpful, but 
never knowingly give false or misleading information to the public. If unsure, do not be 
afraid to say so. Always answer only with information that is known to be accurate. If you 
are unsure of how to respond to a visitor’s question, write down the question and the contact 
information of the inquisitor. Let visitors know that their questions will be looked into and 
responded to in a timely manner. 

Do not discuss private views on politics, religion, relationships, advice, or Department 
practices with park visitors, staff, or volunteers, or in the presence of park visitors. Public 
criticism of the Parks Department, staff or policies is unacceptable while serving as a 
volunteer. If there is something you disagree with, please discuss it with the appropriate park 
staff or Volunteer Program staff. 

When connecting with visitors, please remember that: 
• Like staff, Docents are also representatives of the Parks Department.  They should 

conduct themselves professionally with the public, other Docents and park staff. 
• Park visitors are guests and should be treated as such. 
• Park visitors are dependent on staff and Docents for a better understanding of the 

cultural, historic and natural resources of the park they are visiting. 
• Park visitors are not an interruption of our work, but a purpose of it.  Please 

remember to kindly welcome them to our parks and interpretive sites. 
• Park visitors are deserving of the most courteous, professional, and attentive 

treatment that can be provided by staff and Docents. 

Behavior: It is a Docent’s responsibility to treat park visitors, fellow volunteers and park 
staff with courtesy and respect, to obey all lawful orders, to report to the park on time and 
ready for his/her assignment, and to remain alert while volunteering. Immoral conduct, the 
illegal use of drugs, reporting to work with alcohol on the breath, being drunk or drinking 
alcohol on duty, or committing a crime are all expressly prohibited and will result in 
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dismissal from the program. It is not appropriate to listen to radios, Mp3 players, chat on a 
cell phone, have personal visitors, gossip, or perform other such activities in view of the 
public. Keep private visiting to a minimum when the public is present. 

Authority: All Docents should be familiar with general park rules and ordinances.  Using 
their best judgment, Docents may inform park visitors about park ordinances, but should 
never act in an authoritative manner or communicate a “do not” or “no” message.  Only Park 
Rangers, Sheriff Deputies or other law enforcement officers have the authority to enforce 
laws and park ordinances.  Docents should document and report all witnessed violations of 
laws or park ordinances to a Park Ranger or other available park staff. All Docents and park 
volunteers are also expected to personally comply with all park rules and regulations. 
Remember, for your safety, do not get involved in any conflicts or questionable situations 
with park visitors. 

County Property: County-owned vehicles, computers, tools and other equipment are for 
official County Parks business only. Some Docents, depending on work locations and 
assignments, may be permitted to drive County vehicles or operate/utilize other County 
equipment after attending an official County training and providing necessary 
documentation. Operation of all power tools requires specific training and authorization. 
Please see the County Parks Volunteer Handbook for more information. 

Confidentiality: Docents may, on occasion, become aware of information that is 
confidential or not for public distribution. Confidential information includes such things as 
injuries, accident reports, disciplinary actions, employee grievances, personnel matters, 
budget proposals, and proposed policy changes. If you are questioned about these matters by 
the public or another volunteer, please do not discuss the issues and politely refer the 
questioner to the appropriate park staff. 

Limitations: Docents should not expect special privileges or favors regarding park use or 
use of park facilities. The use of County property or equipment for personal benefit, or the 
acceptance of any gifts or gratuities resulting from participation in the Docent program is not 
permitted. Recognition gifts issued by the County Parks are an exception. 

Resignation: If an unforeseen family, medical or personal situation arises resulting in a 
Docent no longer being able to make his/her commitment as s Docent, a written  resignation 
and return of issued Park property (uniform items, books, etc.) is requested. A Docent that 
takes more than six consecutive months off will be considered “inactive” and will be 
removed from the program unless other arrangements are approved by park staff. Docents 
may reactivate by repeating a Docent Orientation Workshop or any other necessary training. 
This may be waived under certain circumstances and will be at the discretion of park staff. 
 
 
 

5.  INCENTIVES 

Santa Clara County Park Interpretive Docents will benefit greatly from being involved in this 
unique volunteer experience. Docents have the opportunity to touch the lives of many people 
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in our community and to learn a great deal about the cultural and natural history of our 
diverse and beautiful County Parks. To show appreciation for the time and services, the 
following incentives are provided to Docents: 

• Ability to attend Parks Department training opportunities 
• Access to Interpretive Resource Libraries at Mendoza and Casa Grande 
• Receive periodic enrichment training with special guest speakers and participate in 

off-site field trips 
• Receive invitations to annual volunteer appreciation events 
• Receive “The County Park Volunteer” newsletter 
• Receive a Docent uniform and I.D. card (certain items must be returned upon leaving 

the program) 
• Get to volunteer in some of the most beautiful areas in the County 
• Make many new friends who share common interests 
• Become acquainted with dedicated park staff, volunteers and the diverse programs 

offered by County Parks 
• Enrich the lives of children, adults and fellow volunteers by making a positive impact 

in our parks and communities 
 
 

6.  DOCENT UNIFORMS 

Interpretive Docents will wear a Department-issued uniform while working in a County Park, 
facility or Interpretive site. Nametags are required to be worn by all Docents. Other uniform 
items may include t-shirts, sweatshirts, vests and hats. Costumes or “period” clothing may be 
approved for certain sites and programs. 

Required uniform items are issued to Docents at no charge. Docents must maintain their 
uniform items in clean and good condition. Lost, badly worn or damaged items will be 
replaced at no charge as long as loss or damage is not recurrent or due to negligence. 

Certain uniform items shall be returned to the Volunteer Office or park site when the 
volunteer leaves the program. 
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7.  INTERPRETIVE SITES AND PROGRAMS 

New Almaden Quicksilver Mining Museum/Casa Grande 
(408) 323-1107; 21350 Almaden Road, San Jose, CA, 95120 

The Casa Grande (large house), once residence for a succession of mine managers and their 
families, is now home to the New Almaden Quicksilver Mining Museum. Dedicated to the 
history, geology and mining communities of New Almaden, a visit to Casa Grande provides 
a glimpse of life in Santa Clara County 150 years ago. Docents may assist with museum 
tours and school programs, history tours of Almaden Quicksilver County Park, special events 
and activities, and miscellaneous projects. 

Bernal-Gulnac-Joice Ranch, Santa Teresa County Park 
(408) 226-5453; 372 Manila Drive, San Jose, CA 95119 
A visit to the ranch immerses you in the realities of living and working on a family ranch 
more than 100 years ago. The ranch complex contains a historic house with period 
furnishings, vegetable and flower gardens, a barn full of historic exhibits, and live chickens 
and rabbits. This park is also along the route of the Juan Bautista de Anza National Historic 
Trail. Docents may assist with school tours, public programs such as wash days, movie 
nights, and special events including the annual Family Fandango. 

Chitactac-Adams Heritage County Park 
(408) 323-0107; 10001 Watsonville Rd, Gilroy, CA 95020 
This scenic, four acre park features the beautiful Uvas Creek and a wealth of cultural artifacts 
including bedrock mortars and petroglyphs (rock art) left by early inhabitants. The park 
offers a unique look into the Ohlone Native American culture before the arrival of the 
Spanish. Docents may assist staff with school groups, walking tours, activities, games, and 
special events such as Chitactac Family Days. 
 
Parks & Visitor Centers: 
Various sites throughout the County; contact Volunteer Program Office (408) 355-
2254  
Interpretive Docents may work directly with Park Ranger staff at Parks and Visitor Centers 
to provide services to visitors looking for information about trails, wildlife, history, scenic 
places, fishing locations, group reservations, campgrounds, etc. Docents may assist with 
school groups, park tours, campfire programs, hikes, special events, projects and more. 

Junior Ranger Program:  
(408) 846-5632 
The Jr. Ranger program encourages youth ages 9-11 to become engaged in outdoor 
exploration and education. The program, which runs in 6-7 parks each spring and fall, 
consists of four sessions that focus on the following topics: Ohlone history, Wildlife, 
Habitats, and the Roles of Parks and Park Staff. Docents assist with programs, activities, 
hikes, the Junior Ranger overnight campout, and generally help to inspire respect and 
environmental ethics with program participants and their families. 
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8.  EMERGENCY PROCEDURES & REPORTING INCIDENTS 
 

Unexpected emergencies, injuries and incidents are possible at a large public facility such as 
a County Park. It is essential that all Docents and park volunteers know how assist with an 
emergency or serious situation, and how to report various non-emergency situations to park 
staff.  Volunteers and Docents should involve themselves in a situation only to the extent in 
which they are trained and are confident in their abilities. 

Emergency Situations: 
• For all Life Threatening Emergencies – CALL 9-1-1 immediately! 
• Report all hazardous or medical incidents to on-duty park staff immediately. 
• Know locations of 1st Aid kits, AED’s, emergency exits, shut-offs, extinguishers. 
• Know the emergency evacuation plan for your site and area. 
• Be available to assist park staff with crowd control, monitoring victims, gathering of 

information, hazard reduction, evacuation, or any other emergency procedures as 
determined by the on-site park staff. 

On The Job Injuries: 
If you are injured while volunteering at a park site:  

• If possible, personally report your injury to park staff immediately. 
• If unable to do so, ask a fellow volunteer or bystander to report the injury to staff. 
• Park staff will administer necessary first aid or call for appropriate medical services. 
• If insured, Docents should seek medical treatment from their appropriate treatment 

facility. 
• Park staff will complete an accident report form. This should be completed on the day 

of the accident. 
 

Reporting Non-Emergency Situations: 
As a Docent, you may encounter a variety of situations or have them reported to you by 
others.  These may include accidents, injuries, hazards, threats, lost persons or items.  Please 
follow these guidelines if/when encountering such situations. 

• Write down as much information as possible about the situation.  Include: 
Names and contact information from witnesses and involved parties 
Description of the situation and possible suspects 
Location of events  
Date and time you obtained the information 

• If the situation can be easily remedied, do so (provide bandage or ice pack). 
• Report the situation to the park staff on duty. 
• If the situation demands, keep visitors away any unsafe areas (verbal means only, no 

physical restraint) until park staff arrives. 
• When a park staff member arrives, he/she will assume authority of the situation, 

however Docents should remain on scene until released by park staff. 
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Reporting Maintenance Problems: 
If Docents notice a maintenance problem, a potential hazard, or a potential maintenance 
problem, contact or leave a note for park staff as soon as possible. Explain in detail exactly 
what and where the problem is. If it is an urgent problem needing a quick response, contact 
the nearest park staff by phone or radio. 

Do NOT under any circumstance, endanger the safety of yourself or a visitor by going into 
an unsafe area. Secure or barricade the area to prevent visitors or staff from entering the area 
and contact park staff immediately. 

Lost and Found Items: 
Visitors who find lost items in a park often turn them over to park staff or volunteers. 

If a Docent finds or receives property:   
• Write down the finder’s name, address, phone number (even if found by a Docent), 

description of the item, date, time & location where the item was found. 
• Attach the information to the item and give it to park staff, or place in a designated 

“lost and found” area. 

If a Docent gets a report of a lost item: 
• Write down the person’s name, address and phone number, the location, date and 

time they think the item was lost, and a detailed description of the item. 
• Advise the visitor to check with park staff before leaving the area and give them the 

park phone number if they wish to call the next day. 
• Leave the information where park staff and other Docents may find it. 

 
 

 
9.  GENERAL PARK INFORMATION 

 
Park Hours and Restrictions: 

• Parks open at 8:00 a.m. and close at sunset (exceptions are campgrounds and some 
trails). For hours of operation at Interpretive sites and Visitor Centers, check  
www.parkhere.org  or call the sites directly. 

• Motorists and bicyclists must observe posted speed limits. Vehicles are allowed only 
on designated roadways and parking areas. 

• Dogs are allowed on leashes on most trails and in designated areas. Dogs are not 
allowed at certain designated areas, historic sites or Interpretive Facilities. See County 
Park Dog Policy and Matrix for other site-specific restrictions.  Check with park staff 
for any restrictions in the parks or sites where you volunteer. 

• Garbage and litter must be placed in receptacles. 
• Fires are allowed only in designated BBQs and campsites. 
• Firearms, air guns or bows and arrows are prohibited except on ranges established for 

their use. 

Additional information regarding the park where you volunteer may be obtained from park 
staff. 


