
Room Monitor: Welcome to “Clever Answers to Stupid Questions.” 

Room Monitor: On your chairs or given to you is a slip of paper. In preparation for this session, 
please write down some reoccurring visitor question that you would consider to be stupid. 
Make sure the question is one that you have heard at least a few times, in your work as an 
interpreter. Hang on to the slip of paper. We will take it up at the end. 

Room Monitor: So, let’s get started. Here we see the visitation room of Dr. Sigmund who is a  
therapeutic psycho-proctologist  specializing in the treatment of Park Interpreters played by 
Bryan Bates in his office, next to the interview couch (points). His first patient of the day, Jack 
Pennington from Grand Canyon Association Field Institute.  (In a LOUD Whisper, hand cupped 
on the side of the mouth so the therapist can’t hear) “Let’s listen in on this session.” 

Bryan: I’m not sure this is the best business model. These interpreters are nice people and 
creative; but, they bring me some strange issues—plus they don’t pay their bills.  

(JACK knocks on the imaginary door, and Bryan says ‘Com in’) 

J: Knock knock knock. 

B:   Come in.  Welcome, you must be JACK. 

J: Thank you so much for agreeing to see me, Dr. Sigmund. I am really about to lose it. 

B: Oh, dear, come in, and let’s hear what you have to share. Why don’t you lie on the couch? 
Now, tell me why you came to see me? 

J: (lies on the table) Well, I have just had with all the stupid questions that people ask me. I’m 
simply fed up. I mean, I adore my job. I get to see the wonder and amazement as people see 
the Canyon for the first time, or when a tarantula pops out from some pines needles, or when a 
raven croaks that odd snoring sound. But I just can’t handle the absurd and ridiculous questions 
I get asked. 

B: Can you give me some examples of the questions that you find unbearable? 

J: I could give you a list! How far is the one-mile hike? Will the sun set today? Is the river dry 
down there? Oh, and the one I just can’t take any more. Is that real? I can’t stand it! 

B: This seems to be a common problem. I had another guide complaining about being asked 
whether the fire in the hearth in the El Tovar was real. How often are you asked if an object is 
real? 

J: I have been asked that so many times that I have no idea. I’ve definitely lost count. 



B: You seem to get a range of questions that you find irritatingly-ignorant from visitors. These 
questions might have some common elements that will help you address them better. 

J: But I don’t want to address them. I want to throw these dullards on their vapid heads. 

B: Now, JACK, any time a visitor asks a question, it shows that the visitor is interested and 
engaged— they’re searching for meaning. You can’t ignore that. These people could have been 
in a basement playing video games, but they chose to come to the Park.  You need to be 
grateful that visitors have any interest at all. 

J: Yes, I guess you are right. But these questions are sooooooo obvious and aggravating! 

B: Have you considered why you find these questions so aggravating? 

J: Because they are such asinine questions! 

B: It’s might not be that simple. The problem is that once you know something really well, it is 
hard to imagine someone else not knowing it. You have a disease called the “curse of 
knowledge.” It is difficult for people like you to answer visitor’s poorly-worded questions 
because you have known the information for so long.  You seem rather science oriented. Most 
people in the US love the products of science, but did not like science in school. If a person’s 
work does not involve the subject-matter you deal with, then they may not have ever heard the 
information you’re sharing.  

J: Ooooh. (pause) Is this the same reason why IT’s Help-Desk gets so aggravated with me when I 
call about a flashing ‘warning’ problem on my computer? 

B: Exactly. The IT folks have been so immersed in the logic of their business that they can’t see 
things from your perspective. What you don’t know how to do, they can do it in their sleep. 
Auto mechanics are the same way---And you know what--Both IT professionals and auto 
mechanics have lists of stupid questions they get asked by people like you and me. 

J: But I’m not conveying highly technical information. As an interpreter I strive to connect with 
each person on their own level and in a meaningful and emotional way. 

B: Perhaps that is where your difficulty lies. Let’s see if we can find out what all these questions 
have in common that you think are stupid. Can you give some context to the question, “Is it 
real”? 

J: Well, (pause) one time a group of boys came into the Geological Museum. One of them asked 
if the rocks in the display were real. When I told him that, yes, most are but no, some are 
actually painted fiberglass, he acted all disappointed. I asked him why he wanted to know if the 
display was real. He said, “If it were all real, then it would be cool. Since some of it is fake, then 



it’s just lame.” I was really irritated with the little twerp, because real or fake, it’s a great 
display! 

B: Often, visitors don’t take the time to formulate a properly worded question or they may not 
know the vocabulary. The boy wanted to know if the rocks in the display were real in order to 
assess its authenticity. His disappointment stemmed from the fact that the display was not real, 
and from his perspective then it was not authentic. People come to parks to see the real 
thing—JACK—you showed them painted fiberglass. 

J: What about situations where things are obviously real? On a hike last autumn we saw a 
tarantula walking across the trail. When we stopped to take a look, it stopped, postured - raising 

its prosoma and lifting its front legs into the air. One boy asked me if the spider was real. It’s 
moving right in front of you. How could it not be real? 

B: JACK, Today’s society is full of things that are really great fakes. Now more than ever it is 
appropriate to question the authenticity of something. The dinosaurs on Jurassic Park aren’t 
real, but they sure look like it.  If seeing a real live tarantula, complete with fangs dripping with 
venom, is something the child has been told is extremely dangerous,   then what you were 
showing maybe some robot that looks and acts like a real spider. So, asking if the tarantula is 
real - actually makes good sense—they are seeking authenticity. 

J: Although the spider is technically wild, she is perfectly harmless – unless you are an insect or 
arthropod! Even if she did bite me, I might not feel a thing. 

B: That is your experience. People’s interests, meanings and questions come from their 
experiences, what us superior intellects call a “schema” or a mental map. A schema is the 
framework each person creates in their head in order to interact with their version of the 
world. 

J: Hummm…. So, if those visitors had never interacted with a tarantula, then they might be 
drawing on the only experience they do have with tarantulas, which may only be the movie 
“Giant Spiders Ate My Cousin Sue”. If their only exposure to spiders has been in a movie then it 
would be logical never to go near a wild tarantula. Is that what you mean? 

B: Precisely—you’re starting to get it. People formulate thoughts and expectations based on 
what they have previously experienced. Visitors who ask stupid questions are usually those who 
have not spent significant time pondering the natural, historic, or cultural resource they are 
visiting. So what is common knowledge to you, is novel or strange to them. 

J: But what about all the really basic stuff that people should have learned in school? 

B: Yes, well what about all the basic stuff you should have learned in school.  

What is the capital of Vermont, Jack? 



J: What? 

B: What countries border Saudi Arabia? 

J: I don’t know! 

B: Where is Istanbul? 

J: It is a vibrant city steeped with antiquity. Formely known as Constantinople, it straddles the 
Bosporus ……. Erm …. I mean ……. I don’t have any idea! 

B: Didn’t you study geography in school? 

J: Yes, but I don’t remember any of that! 

B: And your visitors have forgotten a lot of what they learned in school. When we fail to use the 
information, we forget it.  That’s what makes room in our brain for all those internet passwords 
instead. 

J: Listen to this one! Another guide told me about a guy who asked about how old a deer is 
when it turns into an elk! Elk and deer are different species. People should know this! 

B: You have jumped to an entirely different category of questions with this one. You’re focusing 
on the misinformation rather than looking for the central meaning of his question. Let’s do a 
little bit of roleplaying. Answer my question just as if I was a visitor.  (Pause)  I have seen deer 
and elk, but never together. Do the deer turn into elk at some point in their life? 

J: “Well sir, deer and elk being ungulates do look similar but they are different species. Let me 
share with you which distinctive physical traits can help you tell them apart. 

B: Did you consider that a stupid question? 

J: I guess not. 

B: The question itself was legitimate, even if confounded by a bit of misinformation.  First, ask 
yourself, “What is the central question?” Ignore the misinformation. After you respectfully 
answer the visitor’s question, --then decided if it would be appropriate to add in the correction. 
His question was asked out of concern for wildlife—I bet that is one of your goals with visitors. 

J: If the visitor has simply stopped to think about his question before he let it jump out of his 
mouth, it would have been easier for me to answer.  

You should see the bruises I get on the bottom of my jaw from it hittin’ the floor. 



B: A lot of these stupid questions you complain about are actually intelligent questions that are 
poorly-worded. At the grocery store, a woman was sorting through frozen turkeys, and asked a 
stock clerk whether they got any bigger. His reply was “No, they are dead.” You mentioned 
someone asked, “How long is the one mile hike?” That’s just a badly worded question. 

J: I don’t get it. The one mile hike is one mile! The answer was in their question. So obviously it 
is a stupid question! (hysterically). It deals with the number one, not two miles, not three miles, 
not ten miles. There is no complex mathematics involved here. The ONE MILE HIKE IS A ONE 
MILE HIKE! 

B: Not necessarily. You work mostly on the Rim. How long would it take you to hike a mile? 

J: erm ….. Probably 15 to 20 minutes. 

B: But a one mile hike in the Canyon, with an extreme elevation change, could take over an 
hour, right? 

This person wasn’t asking how far the hike was in distance; they were asking how long it would 
take in time. There are visitor studies that illustrate that people have no idea how long it takes 
to walk one mile. It’s sensible to ask how long it takes to hike a mile—no sense in their being 
out in the woods after dark. 

J: If the stupid visitor had simply asked how much time the hike would take, I could have 
answered that question. 

B: But you aren’t stupid either. Read between the lines to figure out what the visitor is really 
asking you. 

J: I see what you mean. If a visitor asks a poorly-worded question, it is going to obscure what 
they are actually trying to ask me. 

B: Exactly. You may be more aware, but let’s review by examining a few more questions. Give 
me another example that you been asked that falls into the “lack of experience” category. 

J: I always love this one because these people are so clueless. “When do the animals come 
out?” 

B: How would you reword that question to make it a good question? 

J: “I expected I would see animals when visiting a National Park but I haven’t here at the Grand 
Canyon. Where are the animals? “ 



B: Yes, this is a lack of experience question. Anyone who watches nature shows on TV always 
gets to see animals, and can see the entire life of an animal from birth to death in a matter of 
minutes. Real nature doesn’t offer such an experience. 

Do you have an example of a question where the visitor doesn’t have a schema or a mental 
map for the resource you are interpreting? 

J: This situation happens in the winter at the Canyon. People want to come to the Park and 
marvel at the view, but when it starts raining or snowing, the Canyon can get fogged-in 
obscuring the view, and they demand a refund. That one I just don’t understand. I can’t control 
the weather. 

B: Think about other places that people go which are outdoors and will give refunds for bad 
weather. 

J: I suppose I have been to outdoor adventure places- like zip lines, wind-surfing centers, or rock 
climbing courses- that will give a refund for bad weather. 

B: What about an example of a question dealing with a piece of information someone has 
forgotten from their school days? 

J: When I get asked “The Presidents faces are here, right?” This is something people learned in 
school and have probably forgotten. I didn’t learn the geography of National Parks until I was in 
high school, and then I never even thought about it through university. 

B: Those pieces of information are so easily forgotten because we rarely use them. Avoid 
making a trivial objection to the misuse of geography. Focus on the central question. Read 
between the lines to provide an engaging, quality answer to the visitor’s interest— and please, 
don’t embarrass them by correcting them on something they should have learned in school. 

J: But I do get questions that don’t neatly fit into one of these categories. 

B: You are right. A stupid question may fall into more than one category. Even the deceptively 
simple, “is it real” question—a search for authenticity, could be better worded. But many 
people don’t know or commonly use the word “Authentic”. 

J: I get it ….. when people ask about the brachiopod fossil I show them, they really just want to 
know where it came from: is it a shell from a dead animal or is it a replica? 

B: Exactly. Take the time to think through what the visitor is really asking you. 

J: Okay. I promise to practice that. 



B: That should be sufficient until our session next month. I really think you are doing well. Here 
is my bill for today AND: DON’T FORGET TO PAY ME. 

J: Ha! Thank you so much! 

B: (walks JACK to the imaginary door.)   Wow, that one is a real nut case. 

Question types: 

1) Is this real?  Authenticity. 
2) Lack of experience or mental schema. 
3) Forgotten information 
4) Misinformation 
5) Poorly worded 

Questions from the Audience: 

Where is the best spot to view the Canyon?   
Authenticity. The client is afraid of missing out or suffering from FOMO. They’re used to the 
best dish on a menu or the way a friend recommends the best seat at a ball game. They’re 
looking for authenticity and YOUR recommendation. 

How thick are the Canyon walls? 
Lack of experience/ mental schema. Having not studied geology, the client is unable to see the 
planet in three dimensions. 

Is the Colorado at the bottom of the Canyon? 
Forgotten Information – the person has forgotten about their physics/gravity lessons in school.  

Where are the steps down to the water? 
Poorly worded. Most likely the person is really looking for an answer to “Where is trail?” or “Is 
this the way to the water?” They’re afraid of taking the wrong route. 

My son has not returned from his GC hike with his friends. Can you go out to the Rim and call 
his name? 
Lack of mental schema/experience – the person, having never visited the Canyon, is unaware of 
its size. Their experience is being able to yell out of the door for their son, or across a city park. 

Why can’t you text visitors when the water pipeline breaks? 
Lack of experience/ knowledge of location. The caller has not been to the Canyon and unaware 
of how many visitors/hikers we have on any given day. They’re basing their question on text 
distribution lists perhaps amongst their friends and the immediacy of the technology. 
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