Engaging the interest of zoo visitors as a key to biological education
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Conservation of endangered species and their habitats is a key role of zoos. Part of realizing this aim is to inform and involve the public in understanding this mission. Developing such understanding is an educational task. However, this task is difficult. Visitors have a limited knowledge of the complex field of conservation biology and educators need to introduce them step by step to the issues. Such efforts are more effective if the visitors’ interests are engaged and developed. Interest is crucial in holding attention and encouraging learning, especially in zoos, where visitors rarely attend with learning as their main objective. An interest-based action has the quality of intrinsic motivation and provides a positive emotional experience.
Therefore, we wanted to find out which specific features in zoos support the development of situational interest for different categories of learners. 
This paper considers data from work in different zoos. The behaviour of visitors was observed and their spontaneous conversations were recorded and analyzed.
The data indicate that visitors look for an animal, name it, describe salient features and behaviours, make affective comments, and interpret in anthropomorphic terms. 
Visitors rarely read the information provided by the zoo (texts) and interpret at the level of their biological knowledge, which is generally basic. 
They are especially attracted by young animals and action in an enclosure – such as fighting, mating or feeding – and by phenomenon which connect with their personal experiences. These include every day observations of animals around (pets, farm animals, local wild animals), media representations and narratives. The features identified through the data analysis, are the portals to the visitors’ situational interests.
We conclude that the educational role of a zoo can be fulfilled by building their initiatives on anchor points common to the majority of visitors. Adopting such an approach offers visitors opportunities to develop situational interests. This interest is likely to render them open to accommodate new knowledge and ultimately acquire an understanding of conservation.
