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ABSTRACT
This project investigates the design of an interpretive center 
and supporting facilities at Devil’s Lake State Park located 
in Baraboo, Wisconsin. As the largest and most visited 
park in the Wisconsin State Park System, Devil’s Lake has a 
rich geologic history and cultural resources that make it a 
unique destination in the Midwest. The park would be much 
improved with a new interpretive center that would better 
accommodate its many visitors and serve as a gateway to 
the park. 

While the interpretive center project has been in discussion for 
several years, development is in an early phase. This proposal 
seeks to synthesize prior conclusions and existing material in 
order to create a cohesive vision for the phases ahead.
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For me, falling into landscape architecture was an accident 
that was meant to happen. I love the systems-thinking 
mentality of the profession and strive for a holistic approach to 
design. I get to synthesize my love of the outdoors, creativity, 
and analytic tendencies to solve problems we encounter in 
our everyday lives. As landscape architects we are designers 
of places, but at the end of the day we are designers for 
people. And it’s people who truly bring design to life.

Sarah Kotnik
Department of Landscape Architecture

Fall 2015
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7Introduction

To fulfill the requirements of the Senior Capstone Program 
in the Department of Landscape Architecture at the 
University of Wisconsin-Madison I will investigate how the 
ideas of environmental education may inform the design 
of a state park interpretive center. This investigation will be 
given context and focus by the concerns and goals of the 
Wisconsin Department of Natural Resources – Bureau of 
Parks, which include landscape preservation. Devil’s Lake 
State Park located in Baraboo, Wisconsin, will be the site for 
this study.

TYPE OF PROJECT –– STATE PARK INTERPRETIVE 
CENTER
Founded in 1911, Devil’s Lake State Park is the largest and 
most visited park in  the Wisconsin State Park System. It has  a 
rich cultural history along with unique geologic and natural 
resources that make it a popular destination for education 
and recreation in south central Wisconsin. The current 
nature center at Devil’s Lake has inadequate space and 
amenities for best serving its many visitors. This project will 
seek out oppotunities for broadening the scope of existing 
programs and for making environmental education more 
accessible and interactive. The proposed interpretive center 
will emphasize Ice Age interpretation while providing visitors 
with high quality recreational experiences and preserving the 
unique cultural, geologic, and natural features of the park.

RESEARCH TOPIC –– ENVIRONMENTAL EDUCATION
An interpretive center should inform visitors about what they 
see before them, then draw them back outdoors to explore 
the landscape with better understanding and appreciation of 
it. Place-based environmental education will engage visitors 
in learning about the glacial history of Devil’s Lake, cause of 
the unique and iconic geologic features of the park. Through 
education it is possible to foster a sense of environmental 
stewardship by creating connections between citizens and 
the natural world in which they live and recreate.

Figure 1.01 - Current nature center at Devil’s Lake

INTRODUCTION

PROFESSIONAL FOCUS –– LANDSCAPE 
PRESERVATION
Visitors come to Devil’s Lake for many reasons, whether to 
recreate or simply enjoy the beauty of the park. The facilities 
and programming which welcome these visitors ultimately 
exist to preserve the land itself, by inspiring visitors to care 
for the natural world around them. For visitors to continue 
enjoying all the park has to offer, landscape preservation 
must be a priority in future plans for the park. Education plays 
an important role in achieving ecological sustainability, and  
low impact forms of recreation create a place for humans 
while protecting the natural features of the park.

The products of this capstone will include a set of design 
documents and recommendations for Devil’s Lake State 
Park, which will be submitted to the Wisconsin DNR – Bureau 
of Parks, and a capstone document, which will be submitted 
to the Department of Landscape Architecture in partial 
fulfillment of the degree of Bachelor of Science in Landscape 
Architecture.
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PROJECT WORKFLOW
Semester 1 is about the development of an initial design 
proposal based on extensive research and analysis. Project 
goals are determined by making site visits and meeting with 
the client to better understand current conditions and the 
client’s needs. The proposal uses evidence based in literature 
reviews, precedent studies, and digital mapping to address 
issues from regional to site scale. Findings are synthesized in a 
final presentation at the end of the semester.

Semester 2 is about creating a design based on the initial 
proposal. The design will include plant selection, grading 
and drainage plans, construction details, and open space 
concepts. Drawings are produced and assembled to 
effectively convey the design concept to both the client and 
the public in a final presentation.

NOVEMBER
ANALYSIS
plan funding strategy
draft proposal

SEPTEMBER
PROJECT SELECTION
determine project & goals
meet with client 
visit site
collect base materials 
develop research topic

OCTOBER
RESEARCH
prepare GIS database
perform inventory/analysis
review literature 
research precedents
develop design program

JANUARY
DESIGN DEVELOPMENT
adjust scope & goals 
create phasing strategy
review design ethics

FEBRUARY
MASTER PLANNING
develop design concept
design master plan
design site scale plan
establish branding concept

MARCH
DETAILING
prepare drawings/visuals
resolve grading & drainage
create construction details
select plant material

APRIL
REVISION
finalize design
assemble graphics    

MAY
FINAL PROPOSAL
defend final proposal
complete & submit report

DECEMBER
PROPOSAL
present proposal
submit written document

JANUARY
DESIGN DEVELOPMENT
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HISTORY
THE ICE AGE 

The contrasting geology of Devil’s Lake is rather striking– some 
of southern Wisconsin’s oldest exposed rock lies next to some 
of the youngest. The ridges of the Devil’s Lake gorge are only 
about 16 thousand years old, while the Baraboo quartzite in 
the walls of the gorge dates back over 1.7 billion years, about 
100 thousand times older.

In the last 2.5 million years the movement of glaciers in the 
upper Midwest has transformed the landscape. Periods of 
cold climate caused the glaciers to advance, when more 
ice flowed toward their edges than melted. And conversely, 
periods of mild climate caused the glaciers to retreat, as more 
ice melted than flowed to the edges. This activity created a 
variety of landforms that remain today, by eroding the land, 
depositing debris, and leaving lakes (like Devil’s Lake) where 
glacial meltwater collected at the edges.

These past 2.5 million years mark the most recent glacial 
activity in the Midwest, ending about 10 thousand years 
ago– this period is refered to as the Ice Age.

CONTEXT Figure 2.01 - Glacier over North America during the Ice Age

1,700,000 –

10,000 –
30,000 –

5,300,000 –

24,000,000 –

65,000,000 –

110,000,000 –

210,000,000 –

250,000,000 –

290,000,000 –

320,000,000 –

360,000,000 –

410,000,000 –

440,000,000 –

500,000,000 –

570,000,000 –

4,000,000,000 –

YE
A

RS
 B

EF
O

RE
 P

RE
SE

N
T

PA
LE

O
ZO

IC
 E

RA
M

ES
O

ZO
IC

 E
RA

C
EN

O
ZO

IC
 E

RA
N

EO
G

EN
E 

PE
RI

O
D

Holocene
Epoch

Pleistocene
Epoch

Pliocene
Epoch

Miocene
Epoch

Paleogene
Period

Cretaceous
Period

Jurassic
Period

Triassic
Period

Permian
Period

Pennsylvanian
Period

Mississippian
Period

Devonian
Period

Silurian
Period

Ordovician
Period

Cambrian
Period

Precambrian
Eras

TH
E 

IC
E 

A
G

E Wisconsin glaciation
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uncovering Baraboo Hills 
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bury Baraboo Hills
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Baraboo quartzite

Figure 2.02 - Geologic timeline of Devil’s Lake State Park
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GLACIAL LANDFORMS 

The ice sheet advanced further south in lowlands than 
in highlands, so while the basins of the Great Lakes were 
deeply glaciated much of southwestern Wisconsin remained 
untouched. Refered to as the Driftless Area, it retains its hilly 
topography and contains the western part of Devil’s Lake 
State Park.

Figure 2.04 - Hilly topography of Driftless Area

Figure 2.03 - Driftless Area of Wisconsin

DEVIL’S 
LAKE

D R I F T L E S
S

Figure 2.07 - Talus slope in gorge

Talus

Figure 2.08 - Block stream

Steep slope of angular stones 
loosened by the freezing and 
thawing of cliffs during glaciation 
(quartzite talus visible throughout 
the park, particularly gorge sides)

Stony hillsides
Rubble loosened by tundra frost 
that collected on lower hillsides, 
containing blocks of quartzite 
with slopes not as steep as talus 
(found through much of the park) 

Figure 2.05 - Moraine locations

Moraines

Figure 2.06 - Formation of kettles

Ridges of debris deposited at the 
edge of a glacier  as it advances 
or retreats (visible from the West 
Bluff or accessible by the Johnson 
Moraine Loop trail)

Kettles
Basins formed by the collapse of 
debris overlying buried glacial ice 
when it melts (exhibited by the 
Johnson Ponds in north-central 
area of the park)

FORMATION OF DEVIL’S LAKE
Lakes are often created along the edge of a glacier where 
ice dams the mouth of a drainage basin. Water collects until 
its reaches the level of the lowest outlet. Many lakes formed 
in the Devil’s Lake area during the last glaciation, the largest 
being glacial Lake Wisconsin, which extended over 70 miles.

Devil’s Lake was formed when ice blocked either end of 
the gorge. After the ice melted, the water surface of Devil’s 
Lake dropped to its current level, the gorge still dammed by 
a moraine. All other lakes that were within the park drained 
as the ice retreated, and Devil’s Lake was the only one to 
remain.

The sites of former lakes can be identified by a number of 
characteristics, particularly the lake-bottom silt that forms a 
flat plain prone to gullying. Steinke, Feltz, Ott, and South Bluff 
Basins are examples of former lakes within the park.

Glacial activity formed the remaining landforms and features 
surrounding Devil’s Lake, including:

Figure 2.09 - Talus slope at Devil’s Lake

Figure 2.10 - Green Bay Lobe blocking gorge
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EFFIGY MOUNDS
The first people at Devil’s Lake most likely lived over 10 
thousand years ago, as there is clear evidence that prehistoric 
people used area rock shelters soon after the most recent 
ice age. Though little is known about the native peoples who 
frequented the lake, numerous effigy mounds dating back 
over one thousand years old provide a curious remnant of 
their existence.

At the turn of the 20th century countless mound sites could 
be found in Sauk County, but farming and settlement quickly 
caused them to diminish. Few exist today, but the largest 
cluster is located at Devil’s Lake. Many of the mounds within 
the park were damaged as the park was developed, but 
an interest emerged in the 1920s to preserve those that had 
been left undisturbed. Mounds that had eroded were rebuilt 
as they were believed to originally appear, and this is how 
they can be seen today.

Naming Devil’s Lake

The original name the native people gave to the lake could 
have been translated as Sacred Lake or Spirit Lake. However, 
the Ho-Chunk name Tamahcunchukdah was translated as 
Devil’s Lake, which was the most sensational form for that 
era. Over the years, the lake was called a number of names, 
but it is generally agreed upon that the name “Devil’s Lake” 
helped attract so many visitors.

A CHANGING PLACE
Devil’s Lake became Wisconsin’s third state park in 1911, 
following Interstate and Peninsula State Parks. The automobile 
greatly changed American culture in the early 1900s, altering 
both lifestyles and recreation. The popularity of traveling by 
personal vehicles meant a significant decline for the railroads 
as well as the type of tourim surrounding them. 

Soon the resort hotels vanished and amusements shifted. 
People would attend band picnics and listen to phonograph 
records. Social events included masquerades, ice skating, 
and horse-drawn hay rides. Wood-burning sidewheel 
steamers would now carry visitors around the lake. For several 
decades the park featured sculling regattas, winter horse 
races on the frozen lake, golfing, and a zoo.

Figure 2.11 - Plaque in front of bird mound on South Shore

THE RESORT
In 1832 John De La Ronde was the first non-native person to 
visit Devil’s Lake. During the mid-1800s European settlers also 
took note of the lake, and a rail line through the lake valley 
created new opportunities for tourism.

Several hotels were built and accommodations provided 
to create a wilderness experience for affluent adventure-
seekers. Men wore button-collar shirts and women wore long 
skirts, many traveling via train from Chicago or Minneapolis. 
Passengers arriving in the hundreds would often stay for days 
or weeks, sleeping in the beautiful hotels and enjoying their  
luxurious amenities.

Cliff House is just one of the resort hotels built near the North 
Shore of Devil’s Lake. The hotel featured wide verandas on all 
three levels, and inside one could find a formal dining room, 
a grocery store, a barber shop, a telegraph office, plus a 
ticket and baggage office. Guests were entertained with a 
billiard room, a ten pin bowling alley, and outdoor sports like 
croquet and archery. The hotel steamboat would even take 
tourists around the lake.

Figure 2.12 - Cliff House, a three story resort hotel built 1865 Figure 2.14 - South Shore Rd ca. 1920Figure 2.13 - 
Visitors ca. 1890

RISING OUT OF THE DEPRESSION
As the Depression set in during the 1930s a Civilian 
Conservation Corps (CCC)  work camp was established 
within the park. For seven years, some 200 young men were 
employed in projects to improve park infrastructure and the 
natural environment of Devil’s Lake. Some projects included 
trail building, road relocations, and the construction of park 
buildings from stone quarried near the lake– many of which 
still stand today.

Around the same time, the Chateau on the North Shore would 
be the lively setting for big band concerts and dances. (Now 
similar concerts occasionally occur during the summer in the 
very same place.) Camping also began to gain popularity, 
and the Northern Lights Campground was created. Its 
companion Quartzite Campground was eventually laid out 
the 1960s.

Between 1919 and 1924 park attendance doubled from 100 
thousand to 200 thousand visitors in the year. And by 1952 
attendance exceed one million. Today the park invites over 
two million visitors annually, a number that is still growing.

Figure 2.16 - CCC workers at Devil’s Lake 1935Figure 2.15 - Beach scene
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PROJECT CONTEXT & BACKGROUND
Devil’s Lake State Park is open year-round for countless 
recreation uses and programs, serving people of all ages, 
interests, and backgrounds. Its Ice Age history, cultural 
features, historic architecture, and scenic beauty make it a 
unique destination in the Midwest. The concept development 
for a new Interpretive Center is a project that has been 
been in the works for several years, with the ultimate goal 
of highlighting these qualities while better serving the many 
visitors who come to enjoy them.
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CLIENT GOALS
Vision

Develop a site specific concept plan for a gateway 
interpretive center serving the flagship park in the Wisconsin 
State Park System.  

Primary goals

• Select a site based on the evaluation of two potential 
locations: 

1. North Shore: Primary park entrance and activity 
area, but also most highly used area within the park

2. South Shore: Secondary use area with lower volume 
of visitors

• Provide visitors with high quality recreational and 
interpretive experiences

• Preserve and protect the unique geologic, natural, and 
cultural features of the park

Secondary goals

• Create space for both public use and operations within 
the new facility, including storage, employee workspaces, 
and volunteer gathering areas, among others 

• Increase opportunities for interpretive center 
programming during non-peak season (late fall through 
early spring)

• Develop alternatives for park circulation or visitor 
transportation during peak usage (12 weekends per 
year), when the park exceeds capacity

Stakeholders

Devil’s Lake State Park staff, Wisconsin DNR, National Park 
Service, Friends of Devil’s Lake State Park, visitors to Devil’s 
Lake State Park (including school groups, locals, and 
international visitors)

Advisory group

Ken Keeley, landscape architect
Wisconsin DNR

Jeff Prey, park planner
Wisconsin DNR

Sue Johansen, park naturalist
Devil’s Lake State Park

Steve Schmelzer, property superintendent
Devil’s Lake State Park

PERSONAL GOALS
Vision

Produce an evidence-based design concept for the new 
interpretive center that will serve as a catalyst for funding 
and ultimately implementing the project.

Goals

• Address objectives and concerns of the client with 
thorough research, analysis, and design development

• Synthesize existing project information provided by the 
Wisconsin DNR, including:

1. Analysis of potential locations
2. Criteria for site selection
3. North Shore and South Shore site descriptions
4. Functions of new interpretive center

• Create a design that celebrates the unique features of 
the park and enhances its existing character

• Establish an environmentally responsibile design ethic, 
reflected in energy sourcing, construction methods, 
material and plant selection, stormwater management,  
public education and engagement, and more

19Goals
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Creating environmental stewardship

Bogner, Franz X. “The Influence of Short-Term Outdoor 
Ecology Education on Long-Term Variables of Environmental 
Perspective.” Journal of Environmental Education vol.29-n.4, 
17-29 [1998]

(Excerpt from abstract) The objective of this study was to 
evaluate empirically the ultimate goals of environmental and 
ecological education: fostering responsible environmental 
behavior, effecting long-term changes of students’ attitudes 
toward conservation and nature, and providing basic 
ecological knowledge. [A] 5-day program explicitly provoked 
favorable shifts in individual behavior, both actual and 
intended, a parameter that is generally seen as a complex 
and long-term process. 

The development of a new interpretive center begs the 
question, what do we want visitors to take away from their 
visit to the park? At a fundamental level, we are providing 
visitors with information about the history and ecology of the 
park. Ultimately, though, it is important to look at the greater 
goals of environmental education at Devil’s Lake. Through 
new interpretive methods and enhanced programming it 
is both possible and preferable to instill in visitors a sense of 
environmental stewardship so that they seek to protect these 
natural resources while also enjoying them.

Technology-enhanced learning

Morra, Thom, and Jim Reynolds. “Universal Design for Learning: 
Application for Technology- Enhanced Learning.” Journal of 
the Virginia Community Colleges vol.15 n.1, 43-51 [2010]

(Excerpt from abstract) This article investigates whether 
the application of the [Universal Design for Learning (UDL)] 
construct will influence the design of technology-enhanced 
courses. The UDL construct’s goal is to create flexible learning 
environments that can reduce learning barriers and support 
the needs of a wide range of learners. Using UDL principles, 
technology-enhanced course design is an effective way to 
create flexible learning environments for learners. This format 
adds a philosophical structure to technology-enhanced 
courses that can change the education landscape and 
create a more dynamic learning experience for all involved.

Universal design is an important process for the development 
of a new interpretive center at Devil’s Lake because it is a 
public place used by a wide variety of people with differing 
interests and abilities. The role of technology as a tool for 
learning is an important point of consideration within my site; 
while electronic tools are considered modern and appeal to 
a younger tech-savvy generation, it is necessary to consider 
learning methods adaptable to all people who might come 
to the park.

The importance of place

Woodhouse, Janice L. and Clifford E. Knapp. “Place-Based 
Curriculum and Instruction: Outdoor and Environmental 
Education Approaches.” ERIC Digest, 1-8 [2000]

(Except from abstract)  Place-based education usually 
includes conventional outdoor education and experiential 
methodologies … to help students connect with their particular 
corner of the world. Proponents of place-based education 
often envision a role for it in achieving local ecological and 
cultural sustainability. The essential characteristics of place-
based education are that it emerges from the particular 
attributes of a place, is inherently multidisciplinary and 
experiential … and connects place with self and community. 
In contrast to work-oriented goals of schooling, place-based 
education prepares people to live and work to sustain the 
places they inhabit and to participate actively in democracy.

The goal of the new interpretive center is to expand 
opportunities to inform and engage the public with the 
historic, cultural, and natural features within the park. The 
new center should draw visitors in and then effectively draw 
them back outdoors with a better understanding of what 
they see around them. Through place-based education, it 
is possible to inform visitors about the local environment and 
create connections place and personal identity.

Figure 3.01 - Baraboo Hills in winter

RESEARCH TOPIC & LITERATURE REVIEW
Environmental Education

Environmental education teaches children and adults how 
to learn about and investigate their environment, and to 
make intelligent, informed decisions about how they can 
take care of it (definition from North American Association for 
Environmental Education).

Environmental education can take place in traditional 
classrooms, outdoors, and any setting in between. It is a 
learning process based on a comprehensive range of 
subject matter that goes far beyond science for a better 
understanding of the complex and interdependent systems 
of our environment. 

Environmental literacy can promote human health when 
citizens learn that their everyday choices affect the 
environment and take action to sustain natural resources. By 
becoming informed about the world around them, citizens 
can feel a sense of ownership and responsibility toward the 
environment. This awareness is a critical tool for inspiring 
change toward cleaner places, enduring resources, and 
greater well-being for all.
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TYPE OF PROJECT: INTERPRETIVE CENTER
Overview

Interpretive centers link people physically, intellectually, 
and emotionally to the spirit of a place. They are site-based 
facilities that range from small nature centers serving the 
local community to large visitor centers serving thousands 
from across the world. While interpretive centers provide for 
visitors’ basic comforts and needs, they do more than orient 
and inform by ultimately inspiring a sense of awe for the 
features and events of that special place.

Purpose

• Allow guests to discover meanings, connections, and 
insights about a place and its stories

• Help people see relationships and concepts that would 
be missed by the casual eye

• Nurture a sense of place and learning through 
preservation of vernacular landscapes

• Foster sustainable relationships between people and the 
earth

DESIGN STRATEGIES
Be in harmony with the site

• Select, forms, textures, colors, and rhythms that replicate 
or compliment the landforms and ecology of the site

• Be culturally, ecologically, geographically, and 
geologically compatible

• Explore the significant stories, myths, and natural and 
cultural ecology of the site

Provide for people (form follows function)

• Understand human patterns to make informed guesses 
about visitor’s future needs and behavior

• Provide universal accessibility, physically but also with 
regards to understanding and perception

• Help visitors feel safe and comfortable, and that their 
basic needs are met

Be sustainable

• Design for the climate to take advantage of natural 
heating and cooling and minimize mechanical systems

• Minimize disturbance to the landscape and reduce 
impact on the larger ecosystem

• Use recycled and recycled materials, common 
materials that can be replaced, and native vegetation

Be economical

• Plan unconsolidated space that can be used for a 
changing functions and multi-purpose program rooms

• Create plenty of space for storage, including immediate 
storage (closets) and deep storage (basements)

• Design for low maintenance and provide large service 
doors for maintenance access

Design

A well-designed interpretive center is in harmony with a 
place’s history, people, and natural setting. The rustic design 
style that developed in the 1920s is still common in national 
and state parks, including Devil’s Lake. The rustic theme 
integrated CCC craftsmanship and included such principles 
as the use of indigenous materials, an emphasis on horizontal 
forms, and a common scale between the parts and the 
whole. Another theme investigated ways of tying park 
buildings to the history of the site by mimicking the indigenous 
cultural landscape. Modern styles that developed after the 
park rustic theme turned to modern construction methods 
and materials but still shared the philosophy that structures 
should be in harmony with the landscape.

Program Elements

Interpretation facilitates a connection between the meaning 
of the resource and the interests of the visitor. Exhibits should 
incorporate diverse techniques that communicate to many 
modes of perception and learning styles, from passive to 
highly participatory. No exhibit is more effective, though, 
than anenthusiastic and knowledgable interpreter, so it is 
important to include appropriate spaces for programming. 
A variety of indoor and outdoor media can also be paired 
with on-site experiences to develop meaningful connections 
between the resource and the visitor. Finally it is necessary to  
anticipate change in the natural environment and respond 
to changing audiences.

Interpretive centers link people to the spirit of a place:

Figure 4.01 - Mt. St. Helens Visitor Center, Washington

Figure 4.02 - Riveredge Nature Center, Wisconsin

The architecture of an interpretive center should be in harmony with 
the culture and ecology of the site:

Figure 4.03 - Johnston Ridge Observatory, Washington Information drawn from Interpretive Centers [2002]
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PRECEDENT REVIEW
The following precedents have been chosen for their emphasis 
on environmental education and nature programs in 
southern Wisconsin. With a common theme of environmental 
stewarship, each offers  a different approach to public 
engagement reflected in the facilities, programming, and 
place-based education.

Horicon Marsh Explorium
The new Explorium creates a hands-on learning experience 
for visitors while delving into the history and ecology of the 
surrounding marsh. Visitors can enjoy the protected wetland 
while partaking in a variety of recreation opportunities.

Urban Ecology Center
Community engagement is the key element to protecting 
urban green spaces in Milwaukee. Through diverse 
programming in a variety of outdoor spaces, the Urban 
Ecology Center inspires local youth to feel a sense of 
responsibility toward the places in which they live. 

Schlitz Audubon Nature Center
Visitors of all ages come to the Audubon Center to connect 
with nature. The new Green Building houses diverse education 
programs while exhibiting environmentally sustainable 
construction materials and techniques.PRECEDENTS

0 20 4 010
Miles¯

 DEVIL’S LAKE
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HORICON MARSH EXPLORIUM
“Connecting pople and wildlife”

Horicon, Wisconsin
Completed 2015

Horicon Marsh is the largest freshwater cattail marsh in the 
United States and home to a wide array of wildlife, including 
over 305 kinds of birds. It is recognized as a Wetland of 
International Importance and protected by the DNR and the 
US Fish and Wildlife Service. The education and visitor center 
offers guests a variety of ways to learn about the marsh’s 
history and ecology. 

The Explorium is a brand new component of the education 
and visitor center, which provides visitors with a hands-on 
experience to discover more about the marsh. The displays 
are diverse and highly interactive, appealing to audiences 
of all ages and abilities. The Explorium integrates technology 
into some stations, including a life-like simulator for visitors 
to virtually drive the DNR airboat through the marsh. Other 
exhibits include games, imaginative biomes, and a wooly 
mammoth replica that invites children to touch and climb.

The goals of the Explorium are similar to those of the new 
interpretive center at Devil’s Lake, and its close proximity 
in south central Wisconsin makes it ideal to study while 
developing a vision for the capstone site. The education and 
visitor center at Horicon focuses on history and ecology of the 
surrounding landscape. With environmental education as an 
underlying objective, learning becomes fun and engaging 
for all visitors. The new Explorium is attractive because it 
informs visitors while creating a memorable experience.

Outdoors, Horicon offers boardwalk trails around the marsh 
and activities like hiking, birding, photography, geocaching, 
fishing, and paddling. In winter there are opportunities for 
snowshoeing and cross country skiing as well. Visitors may 
partake in guided tours, educational programs, and other 
events, such as Movies at the Marsh. Similarly at Devil’s Lake, 
programming occurs both inside and outside the interpretive 
center. However, the new design will expand upon Horicon’s 
primarily indoor education features by drawing visitors back 
outdoors and creating opportunities to learn and engage in 
the site’s history and ecology beyond of the building itself.
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(Clockwise from top left) Figure 5.01 - Mammoth sculpture; Figure 5.02 - Horicon trail map; Figure 5.03 - Children on boardwalk; Figure 5.04 - 
Paddling on the marsh; Figure 5.05 - Interactive Explorium displays; Figure 5.06 - Education and visitor center facilities
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URBAN ECOLOGY CENTER
“Ecological understanding as inspiration for change, 
neighborhood by neighborhood”

Milwaukee, Wisconsin
Completed 2004

The Urban Ecology Center started as an organization of 
Milwaukee neighbors seeking to improve a neglected and 
crime-ridden park by teaching students about nature and 
science. A decade later the Center opened a community 
and education center with facilities for hosting school 
programs, community potlucks, meetings, lectures, and 
recreational activities. Serving more than 77,000 people each 
year, the Urban Ecology Center engages the community in 
protecting and restoring urban green spaces in Milwaukee. 
Environmental education programs, sustainable food 
initiatives, summer camps, and urban adventures are some 
of the many outreach opportunities the Center offers.

Connection to a variety of outdoor spaces was an important 
consideration in the construction of the new building. The 
balconies, tower, roof garden, and other spaces are easily 
adaptable to many functions, including classes and informal 
discussions. However, the building itself merely serves as 
home base for the Center’s extensive programming. The 
Center’s mission statement reflects its overarching goals of 
building community, providing environmental education, 
and instilling in local youth a sense of responsibility toward 
the places in which they live.

Unique features of the Urban Ecology Center’s “green” 
building in Riverside Park:
•Tower with 40-foot climbing wall
•One of the largest solar power stations in Wisconsin
•Library of Sustainability featuring eco-friendly materials
•A hidden classroom 
•Art exhibits in the Community Room
•Pond with a people-powered fountain
•Watershed map of southeastern WI painted on the floor
•Green roof garden
•Wrap-around porch made from scrapped wood
•Rainwater flush toilets
•Habitat Playgarden for children 
•Public art in Riverside Park created by local d volunteers

(Clockwise from top left) Figure 5.07 - Riverside Park branch; Figure 5.08 - Executive Director Ken Leinbach with local youth; Figure 5.09 - Family 
enjoying fish in pond; Figure 5.10 - Facilities at night; Figure 5.11 - Early programming; Figure 5.12 - Logo
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SCHLITZ AUDUBON NATURE CENTER
“Connects pople with nature and inspires them to become 
responsible stewards of the natural world”

Milwaukee, Wisconsin
Completed 2003

The Schlitz Audubon Nature Center fosters a love of nature 
and strong land ethic among those connected with it.  Once 
a farm owned by the Schlitz Brewery, today the Center has 
woods, grassland, trails, a 60-foot observation tower, bridges, 
ponds, and beautiful beaches along the shore of Lake 
Michigan – all accessible to the public. Serving more than 
145,000 visitors each year, the Center provides environmental 
education through an assortment of programs geared 
toward adults and preschoolers alike. Simply, it puts humans 
in touch with the natural world around them.

The Schlitz Audubon Center features 185 acres of natural 
habitat for birds and all kinds of wildlife. The land is truly the 
core of the Center’s values and requires ongoing restoration 
and preservation to be both ecologically sound and the 
focal point for teaching natural science education. 

The new Green Building provides adaptable sheltered spaces 
for holding programs. The building houses the spacious 
Environmental Learning Center in addition to interactive 
exhibits, classrooms, a conference room, auditorium, and 
nature store. The building is used as a teaching tool while 
increasing awareness of sustainable building practices and 
materials. It gained Gold LEED (Leadership in Energy and 
Environmental Design) certification with features such as 
passive solar heating and cooling, extensive natural lighting, 
renewable energy sources, and low-flush plumbing.

The nature center serves as an anchor to the site, but its 
programs ultimately bring visitors back outside. The facilities 
are not only flexible but also safe and accessible to all. Plenty 
of transition spaces are key to the design, as they make 
connections to the outdoors while enhancing the nature 
experience.
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(Clockwise from top left) Figure 5.13 - Preschool art program; Figure 5.14 - Schlitz Audubon trail map; Figure 5.15 - Observation tower; Figure 5.16 - 
Snowshoeing; Figure 5.17 - Logo; Figure 5.18 - Green Building in winter
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TRAVEL TIMES
Devil’s Lake is a popular destination for people from 
all over the world and the local community. In the 
Midwest, the larger cities from which visitors can 
reasonably drive to the park include the Twin Cities 
(Minnesota), Madison and Green Bay (Wisconsin), 
and Chicago (Illinois). The approximate driving 
times from these populous urban areas all fall below 
3.5 hours, with Madison being the shortest at only 
1 hour. It’s central location, relative accessibility, 
and unique character begin to explain the park’s 
appeal as a regional destination.THE REGION

 DEVIL’S LAKE

TWIN CITIES

GREEN BAY

CHICAGO

MADISON 3 HR

3.5 HR

2.5 HR

1 HR
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ICE AGE NATIONAL SCENIC TRAIL
The Ice Age Trail is a 1,200-mile footpath that traces the 
last glacier’s terminal morraine throughout Wisconsin. It 
is managed by a partnership between the National Park 
Service, the Wisconsin DNR, and the Ice Age Trail Alliance. 
Traversing some of the state’s most beautiful natural areas, 
the trail highlights the unique landscapes formed by glacial 
activity thousands of years ago.

The Ice Age Trail is mapped in its entirely, but only about 600 
miles are complete trail segments that are blazed yellow, 
built and maintained largely by volunteers. The remainder of 
the trail consists of unmarked connecting routes  that link the 
blazed segments. The trail extends from Potawatomi State 
Park in Sturgeon Bay (its eastern terminus) to Interstate State 
Park in St. Croix Falls, passing directly through Devil’s Lake 
State Park. Connecting many Wisconsin communities, the 
trail is open for hiking, backpacking, snowshoeing, and cross-
country skiing on some segments.

NATIONAL SCIENTIFIC RESERVE UNITS
The Ice Age National Scientific Reserve was created to protect 
glacial landforms and landscapes of Wisconsin, consisting of 
nine units across the state- most connected by the Ice Age 
Trail. The units protect areas of scenic and scientific value and 
provide opportunities for outdoor recreation and education.

ICE AGE TRAIL 
RESERVE UNITS

 DEVIL’S LAKE

ICE AGE TRAIL

RESERVE UNITS 
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Figure 6.01 - Students hiking the Ice Age Trail

Figure 6.02 - Mammoth
at Cedar Lakes segment
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WISCONSIN STATE PARKS
RELATIVE SIZE

 DEVIL’S LAKE

GOVERNOR DODGE STATE PARK
5,300 ACRES9,400 ACRES

DEVIL’S LAKE STATE PARK

 GOVERNOR DODGE

 BUCKHORN

BUCKHORN STATE PARK
4,000 ACRES

DOWNTOWN MADISON, WI
COMPARE WITH:

10,000 ACRES ~1/5 TOTAL CITY AREA

PUTTING PARKS TO SCALE
Devil’s Lake is the largest Wisconsin 
state park at 9,400 acres, or 
about 14.5 square miles. There 
are 56 designated state parks, not 
including state forests, recreation 
areas, or trails. The parks range in 
size from 10 acres to nearly 10,000 
acres, averaging about 1,300 acres.

10 ACRES

CAMPBELLSPORT DRUMLIN
STATE PARK

 CAMPBELLSPORT

VISUALIZING SIZE
Compare the footprints of the smallest and 
three largest state parks in Wisconsin. Devil’s 
Lake is about 1.8 times the size of Governor 
Dodge but 940 times the size of Campbellsport 
Drumlin State Park. At nearly 10,000 acres, 
Devil’s Lake would occupy about 1/5 of 
the entire city of Madison, equivalent to the 
isthmus downtown.
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WILLOW RIVER STATE PARK

 DEVIL’S LAKE

PENINSULA STATE PARK
1,200,000 VISITORS 800,000 VISITORS2,200,000 VISITORS

DEVIL’S LAKE STATE PARK

GLACIER NATIONAL PARK, MONTANA
2,300,000 VISITORS

All visitor data for 2015 fiscal year

WISCONSIN STATE PARKS
ANNUAL VISITATION

 WILLOW RIVER
 PENINSULA

A PARK FOR THE PEOPLE
Annual visitation rates at Devil’s Lake 
have increased drastically in the last 
decade, jumping from 1,200,000 
visitors in 2005 to 2,200,000 visitors 
in 2015 (Wisconsin DNR). Increasing 
interest in outdoor recreation as well 
as the economic downturn may  
be two factors that prompted this 
change. Attendance at Devil’s Lake 
far exceeds that of any other park 
in Wisconsin, and this year alone 
brought in almost as many visitors as 
Glacier National Park.
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REGIONAL DESTINATIONS
NATURAL AREAS

 DEVIL’S LAKE

 URBAN ECOLOGY CENTER
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EXPERIENCING NATURE
Devil’s Lake is just one among many popular 
destinations  for environmental education,  
ecological preservation, and outdoor recreation 
in southern Wisconsin. These range from state 
parks to wildlife refuges to urban nature centers, 
each hosting a variety of opportunities to 
connect with the natural world. A few of these 
places are highlighted on the map, thouigh 
there are many smaller parks and organizations 
serving more local communities.

20 MI40 MI60 MI

INT’L CRANE
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THE COMMUNITY

THE BARABOO RANGE
Standing as high as 800 feet above the Wisconsin River, the 
Baraboo Range is one of the most ancient rock outcrops 
of North America. The rocks are as old as 1.5 billion years, 
exposed through erosion. The range extends about 25 miles 
in length, and its glaciated edge marks the eastern boundary 
of Wisconsin’s Driftless Area.

The Baraboo Range has been designated by the National 
Park Service as a National Natural Landmark. Its differences in 
elevation, exposure, and soils create a variety of ecological 
habitats with a diversity of wildlife and vegetation. Devil’s 
Lake is located within the hills and exhibits its striking and 
characteristic geology, topography, and ecology.

0 7 . 5 153. 7 5
Miles¯

0 5 102. 5
Miles¯

I-90

 DEVIL’S LAKE

0 60 12030
Miles¯

SAUK COUNTY

 

Figure 7.01 - Elevation model of Sauk County
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SAUK COUNTY
ZONING

The majority of Sauk County is zoned agricultural 
land, though there are also a number of DNR 
managed properties besides Devil’s Lake. Most 
of these are located outside Baraboo and along 
the Wisconsin River. Several conservancies 
protect natural areas of particular ecological 
importance.

SAUK COUNTY
SCHOOLS

HIGH SCHOOL

MIDDLE SCHOOL 
 
ELEMENTARY SCHOOL

 

SAUK COUNTY

RESIDENTIAL

COMMERCIAL 
 
AGRICULTURAL

CONSERVANCY

RECREATIONAL

DNR MANAGED

WATER

MUNICIPAL OWNER

UNZONED

LAKE 
DELTON

BARABOO

REEDSBURG

SPRING
GREEN

PRAIRIE 
DU SAC

SAUK
CITY

WISCONSIN
DELLS

Throughout the academic year, Devil’s Lake 
hosts various school groups of all ages, most of 
which engage in activities at the nature center. 
Though these groups come from all over the 
state, the students of Sauk County in particular 
can connect with their local culture, history, 
and environment more directly at the park.

LAKE 
DELTON

BARABOO

REEDSBURG

SPRING
GREEN

PRAIRIE 
DU SAC

SAUK
CITY

WISCONSIN
DELLS

11,000
STUDENTS 
IN SAUK COUNTY

(2014 CENSUS)

6%

17% 

77% 
OVER AGE 18

CHILDREN 
UNDER AGE 5

CHILDREN 
AGE 5-18

(STUDENT AGE)

RESIDENTS

6 PUBLIC SCHOOL DISTRICTS
38 PUBLIC SCHOOLS
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THE SITE
SITE ANALYSIS
At the park scale, an inventory and 
analysis of existing features and 
conditions is necessary to  select 
the most appropriate site for the 
new interpretive center. The specific 
qualities of the selected site will 
strongly influence design decisions 
for future development.

SAUK COUNTY

DEVIL’S LAKE STATE PARK

WISCONSIN
RIVER

I-90

I-39

33

12

113

BARABOO

Devil’s Lake is 3 miles south 
of Baraboo, near I-90 and 
accessible via several state 
highways.
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VIEW:

PARK MAP
ROADS & TRAILS

Devil’s Lake has 17 hiking trails, ranging in length from .1 mile 
to 4.5 miles. The trails vary in difficulty level and traverse many 
different environments, from steep rocky bluffs to woodland 
and winding meadows. The number of options appeal to 
visitors of all ages, abilities, and interests.
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CURRENT VISITATION ACTIVITIES
WINTER

SPRING

SUMMER

FALL

 

 

 
HIKING CAMPING BIKING CLIMBING FISH FRY FUR, SCAT,

& TRACKS
CREATURES 

OF THE 
NIGHT

HIKING CAMPING ICE 
FISHING

SKIING SNOW
SHOEING

HIKING CAMPING BIKINGKAYAK 
TOUR

STAR
GAZING

CLIMBING SWIMMING SCUBA
DIVING

PADDLING FISHING CONCERTS OWL 
DROP IN

ARCHERY INSECTS OF 
THE NIGHT

HIKING CAMPING STAR
GAZING

KAYAK 
TOUR

BIKING CLIMBING BUG 
SEARCH

FROG 
HUNT

VISITORS

Summer months
Fewer in May & Sept

INTERNATIONALS ADULTS FAMILIES SCHOOL GROUPS
Most in summer
Many in off-season

Weekdays during school
Sept-Oct, April-May

Late April to early June 
Late Sept through October

VISITOR TRENDS
The general types of visitors who come to Devil’s Lake vary by season, and common trends have been observed year after year. 
In the summer months there is a consistent diversity of internationals, adults, families, and elderly visitors, among all others.
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SITE SELECTION
POTENTIAL LOCATIONS

VIEW:

NORTH SHORE

SOUTH SHORE

SITING POTENTIALS
• Increase awareness of the Ice Age Reserve 

and Trail

• Create a destination and capture the spirit 
of place

• Build important connections in the park, 
especially between North and South Shores

• Serve as a terrace on the lake

• Tell the Native American story of the site

• Provide multipurpose gathering spaces for 
Friends group and other meetings

• Incorporate green infrastructure  that can 
also serve to educate the public

SOUTH SHORE

NORTH SHORE
ICE AGE TRAIL

NORTH SHORE
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VARIABLES FOR SITE SELECTION
1. Adjacent to Ice Age Trail
2. Easy access by road
3. Near existing facilities
4. Significant features to interpret
5. Suitable for development
6. Views for interpretation & enjoyment

CORRESPONDING ANALYSES
1. Location of Ice Age Trail
2. Traffic Flow & parking
3. Location of existing facilities
4. Location of effigy mounds
5. Soil suitability
6. Views
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Site Analysis

TRAFFIC FLOW PARKING

0 0.25 0.50.125
Miles¯

0 0.25 0.50.125
Miles¯

E
A

S
T

 B
L

U
F

F

W
E

S
T

 B
L

U
F

F

Figure 8.01 - Existing lots on North Shore

VIEW:
There are currently over 1,000 parking stalls available to 
visitors every day, divided almost evenly between the North 
and South Shores. Visitors will also park along some roads, so 
at capacity there may be well over 1,100 vehicles within the 
park (most of which carry 2 or more visitors). The only times 
the parking lots actually fill up to their limit are peak summer 
weekends, specifically, Saturdays and Sundays from May 
through August between about 10 am and 4 pm. 

The client has expressed that the amount of parking is 
sufficient as is. Increasing parking would increase the number 
of visitors during peak times, which could put the beach, 
hiking trails, and other natural areas at risk of degradation 
from overuse. More parking would also mean removal of 
vegetation or alteration of the natural landforms which make 
the park both beautiful and significant. The impervious paving 
material would increase stormwater runoff and call for further 
management solutions.

Traffic peaks during daytime hours in summer months, 
generally 10am to 4pm May through August, and 
particularly weekends. Besides peak times, the North 
Shore sees about double the use as South Shore. 
Visitors who come to the North Shore tend to seek out 
its livliness, while visitors who go to the South Shore are 
often seeking something different- a calmer, quieter, 
and more contemplative space. The North Shore is 
open year-round, but the South is not staffed in winter.
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EXISTING FACILITIES

Devil’s Lake is the second Wisconsin state park 
to be listed on the State and National Registers 
of Historic Places. Many of the existing buildings 
remain from Civilian Conservation Corps 
(CCC) projects in the 1930s, such as the park 
headquarters, which exhibits the National 
Park Service design principles and meticulous 
masonry of CCC workers. The majority of 
historic structures and other operating facilities 
are situated on the North Shore, including the 
Chateau and existing nature center. South 
Shore facilities are not staffed in winter. The 
park also has five campgrounds hosting 364 
total sites. Four of these are on the North Shore, 
while only the group campground is located 
on the South Shore, with 9 sites available for 20 
to 60 people each.

EFFIGY MOUNDS
The largest cluster of effigy mounds in Sauk County 
are located at Devil’s Lake, and all but one are on 
the North Shore. There are various ideas about the 
significance of the mounds, and they take on various 
animal and geometric forms. Most look like grassy 
berms or have been covered with native wildflowers 
to prevent visitors from climbing over them. The nine 
mounds on the North Shore include: 2 bears, a panther, 
lynx, linear, and conical mounds. The only mound on 
the South Shore is a 150-foot long bird.

“According to the Ho-Chunk tradition, the famous 
bluffs were created during a battle between the 
thunderbirds and the water spirits. The effigy mounds 
in the park reflect this tradition. A 150-foot-long bird 
effigy is located on the southeastern shore of the lake. 
It is also possible that this mound form represents a 
“bird-man,” combining characteristics of a bird and 
a human being. Effigy mounds at the northern end 
of the lake are from the opposing lowerworld and 
include a bear, an unidentified animal, and a water 
spirit or panther.”

Robert Birmingham
Indian Mounds of Wisconsin

ADMINISTRATIVE 
BUILDING
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Devil’s Lake is the second Wisconsin state park 
to be listed on the State and National Registers 
of Historic Places. Many of the existing buildings 
remain from Civilian Conservation Corps 
(CCC) projects in the 1930s, such as the park 
headquarters, which exhibits the National 
Park Service design principles and meticulous 
masonry of CCC workers. The majority of 
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Figure 8.02 - 150-foot Bird Mound on South Shore
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McHENRY SILT LOAM (MdB) 

ST. CHARLES SILT LOAM (ScB)

ALL OTHER SOIL TYPES

SOUTH SHORE

NORTH SHORE

 NORTH SHORE

|McHENRY SILT LOAM (MdB)

• 2-6% slope
• Parent material loess over loamy till
• Well drained on convex side slopes of loess-covered till 

planes and moraines
• Some areas stony on the surface and throughout soil
• Moderate permeability
• Low surface water runoff
• No flooding/ponding
• No to low salinity
• High available water capacity
• Good for open land, vegetation, woodland wildlife
• Moderately suited for buildings and septic (slope and 

lack of strength)

|ST. CHARLES SILT LOAM (ScB)

SOUTH SHORE
|ST. CHARLES SILT LOAM (ScB)

• 2-6% slope
• Parent material loess over glacial loamy till
• Gently to well drained on convex ridgetops, concave 

footslopes, valley floors of loess covered till plains and 
moraines

• Moderate permeability
• Low surface water runoff
• No flooding/ponding
• No to low salinity
• High available water capacity
• Good for most crops, recreational and engineering uses
• Fair source of top soil
• Suited for septic systems
• Moderately suited for small buildings (lack of strength)

CONSTRUCTIONCONSTRUCTION

VEGETATION

SEPTIC SYSTEM

INFILTRATION

SOILS
SUITABILITY

The map depicts the two soil types present 
at the North Shore and South Shore sites, 
as well as where they occur throughout 
the rest of the park. (All other soil types are 
indicated in shades of gray.) A comparison 
of the two soils reveals that they are very 
similar and equally suitable for planting 
and development.
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VIEWS: NORTH SHORE

Figure 8.04 - Railroad tracks adjacent to site

Figure 8.03 - North Shore looking south across Devil’s Lake

Figure 8.05 - Effigy mound Figure 8.06 - Historic CCC shelter Figure 8.07 - North Shore beach

WHAT AM I LOOKING AT?
Attractiveness and diversity of views are important 
factors in creating a pleasant environment for 
park staff and positive experience for visitors. 
What will be viewed from (and near) the new 
interpretive center can be an important tool in 
educational programs, particularly those relating 
to the geology, native culture, and ecology of 
the site. 

The view across the lake from the North Shore 
(shown above) is considered the more dramatic 
and iconic scene of the landforms at Devil’s Lake.
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VIEWS: SOUTH SHORE

Figure 8.08 - South Shore looking north across Devil’s Lake

Figure 8.10 - Indigenous artFigure 8.09 - Playground & sprawling lawn Figure 8.11 - Picnic area along beach Figure 8.12 - Rental facilities Figure 8.13 - Path to east bluffs & trails



62 63Sarah Kotnik  BS in Landscape Architecture

SITE SELECTION

Site Analysis

NORTH SHORE
The North Shore meets all desired criteria for siting the new 
interpretive center and would serve the larger number of 
visitors who naturally come to that area. Placing new facilities 
here would open up many possibilities for immersive outdoor 
education and connectivity to the rest of the park.

SOUTH SHORE
The South Shore meets some of the desired criteria, making it 
a fair alternative to the North Shore. Building here could bring 
more visitors to the quieter end of the park, but its calmer 
character is what makes it appealing for many and the 
potentials for interpretation and connectivity are not ideal.

HIGHER
VISITATION

ADJACENT TO
ICE AGE TRAIL

GREATER
TRAFFIC FLOW

NEAR EXISTING
 BUILDINGS

ADJACENT TO
ICE AGE TRAIL

NEAR MOST 
CAMPING

NEAR EFFIGY 
MOUNDS

SUITABLE SOILS
FOR BUILDING

ICONIC
VIEWS

SUITABLE SOILS
FOR BUILDING

NICE 
VIEWS

NEAR GROUP 
CAMPING



65Programmatic Elements

8

5

6

7

1

3

2

9

PROGRAMMATIC ELEMENTS
BUILDING

DROP-OFF & SERVICE ACCESS

CONNECTION TO EXISTING 
TRAILS & FACILITIES

CHILDREN’S PLAY AREA

FIREPIT & OVERLOOK SPACE

SAFE RAILROAD CROSSINGS

EDUCATIONAL PRAIRIE

1

2

4

4

6

5

IMPROVED CIRCULATION & PARKING

7

8

9

SHORELINE RECLAMATION
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Figure 9.01 - Large group firepit
Figure 9.02 - Native prairie forbs
Figure 9.03 - Devil’s Lake mud hike
Figure 9.04 - North shoreline

3
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PROFESSIONAL DESIGN ETHICS
The success of a new interpretive center at Devil’s Lake 
is based on a set of design drivers that frame a holistic 
approach to the design process. These drivers create an 
ethic for ensuring positive long-term consequences among 
the  interconnected systems of the park. A set of associated 
metrics will be used as quantitative evaluation criteria for 
design decisions and measuring potential outcomes. The 
following drivers are derived from the four design strategies 
for interpretive centers: ecological, social, sustainable, and 
economic.

Ecological - Preserve the natural function and quality of 
all living systems while minimizing the impact of hundreds of 
visitors on the land and wildlife.

Social - Respond to human needs and behavior for a 
positive visitor experience that can be equally understood 
and accessed by all.

Sustainable - Utilize enduring energy sources  and materials 
that reduce impact on the larger ecosystem and landscape 
into the future.

Economical - Plan ahead for potential needs to minimize 
unforseen costs and respond to changes within the park.

EVALUATION CRITERIA
Ecological Metrics

1. Create pollinator habitat zones with total area greater 
than or equal to proposed hardscaping.

2. Develop a plan to restore the north shoreline back to 
original conditions.

Social Metrics

3. Double 2014 visitation numbers for December-February 
by increasing winter programming and social spaces.

4. Achieve 100% ADA accessibility and equal options for 
all visitors.

Sustainable Metrics

5. Harvest 100% of stormwater runoff from new 
development and 50% from existing parking lots that will 
be used for the new building.

6. Utilize 100% renewable energy to power the new 
building and exterior features.

Economical Metrics

7. Select vegetation that will require no mainenance 
beyond the first 2 years of planting.

8. Create at least 1 indoor and outdoor space that can 
serve more than 10 program functions.

EXISTING

PROPOSED

DESIGN STRATEGY
Locate/size building based on needed interior elements, 
exterior access, and views for a smooth transition between 
the indoor and outdoor experience

Create 2 distinct zones An active outdoor exploration 
zone for kids and a separate but accessible passive zone for 
adults and families

Provide links between the new building and existing trails 
and facilities for improved legibility and cohesiveness within 
the park

Resolve conflicts for vehicular circulation during peak 
and non-peak times to simplify navigation and address visitor 
overflow issues

Place program elements to maximize versitility of spaces 
for programming while promoting uses for all ages, interests, 
and abilities

Manage stormwater and consider alternative energy 
solutions while seeking opportunities for public involvement 
and education

Design experiences by celebrating the details of each 
unique space, from materials and plants to sounds and views
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8 5
6

7

1
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9

4

2 Distinct Zones Trail Connections Improved Circulation

Vegetated Parking Educational Nodes Site Boundary

Active
Passive

MASTER PLAN New interpretive 
center building

Firepit & lake 
overlook space

Drop-off & service
access

1

2

3

4

9

5 8

6

7Educational prairie 
intensive green roof

Entrance to sub-
surface parking

Children’s outdoor 
exploration zone

Outdoor classroom & 
mud pit

Reconfigured
circulation & parking

Parking setback & 
shoreline reclamation

PROGRAMMATIC ELEMENTS

BREAKDOWN

The master plan considers the greater 
context of the selected site and seeks to 
maintain (and increase) the cohesiveness 
of the North Shore. At this conceptual 
scale, an important cosideration is how 
key elements relate to one another, 
that connections are complete and 
visitors experience smooth transitions 
between distinctive spaces. The master 
plan addresses larger conceptual issues, 
including the placement of programmatic 
elements, vehicular/pedestrian circulation,  
and creation of a balanced landscape 
ecology with sufficient green space.
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D
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CIRCULATION & PARKING
Solar powered parking sensors can improve vehicular 
circulation in the park and reduce visitor overflow during 
peak times. The low-profile devices can detect the presence 
of a vehicle in a parking stall. They are portable, easy to 
install, and can be recess-mounted for no interference with 
snow plows during winter months (non-peak season when the 
sensors won’t be needed).

The occupancy data from the sensors can be connected 
to digital signage at the Visitor Center, showing parking 
availability before visitors purchase a daily pass and enter the 
park. At capacity, this is is best opportunity to turn overflow 
visitors away, protecting the park’s resources from overuse.

A mobile phone app can be connected to the system, which 
shows current parking availability and updated trends in 
visitation for particular days and times. If visitation is just about 
at capacity, someone might choose to come later in the day 
when it’s less crowded. By using the app, visitors can avoid 
parking conflicts and better plan their trip based on current 
crowds.

EXISTING PROPOSED

Sarah Kotnik  BS in Landscape Architecture

• Confusing layout
• 1-way and 2-way traffic
• Angle parking
• Misaligned driveways

• Legible parking design
• 2-way traffic
• 90-degree parking
• Aligned driveways

Parking setback permits
shoreline reclamation

Parking lot encroaching 
on shoreline, damaging 
to lake

SOLAR PARKING SENSORS

21 3

Sensors detect the presence of a vehicle Digital signage informs visitors at entrance Mobile app helps 
plan ahead

Figure 10.01 - Low profile sensor

Figure 10.02 - Solar powered

RAILRO
AD

RAILRO
AD
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Short trail loop Short trail loop
Linear

effigy mound

NATIVE PRAIRIE &
SUBSURFACE PARKING

Existing road

MASTER PLAN SECTION

CHILDREN’S
EXPLORATION ZONE

The native prairie will serve as a beautiful 
gateway to the new building as well as 
an educational zone for visitors to learn 
about the park’s natural resources and 
alternative energy. Visible from the path, 
rotating solar panels can be installed on 
the south-facing sloped roof of the parking 
garage entrance. Three intimate seating 
areas along the path provide respite and 
signage on effigy mounds, prairie ecology, 
and solar/renewable energy.

The Exploration Zone provides children with a safe place to play in nature, 
allows them to make their own discoveries about the natural world, and 
creates a hands-on active experience. Built onto an existing hill, features 
include several lookout decks, a nature -inspired playground, and a 
versitile outdoor classroom. A small rock slope designed to mimic the 
talus slopes of the bluffs is a fun play feature that also clues kids in to the 
geology of the park.

ACTIVE PASSIVE

Feet
0          10          20           40

Figure 10.03 - Natural playground
Figure 10.04 - Outdoor classroom
Figure 10.05 - Talus rock slope

Figure 10.06 - Solar panels
Figure 10.07 - Children frolicking
Figure 10.08 - Informational signage



74 75Sarah Kotnik  BS in Landscape Architecture Site Design

SITE 
DESIGN

74 Sarah Kotnik  BS in Landscape Architecture

Entrance to 
subsurface parking

Native prairie
educational garden
& intensive green roof

Park map plaza
& staging area
(see detail A)

Drop-off &
service access

Firepit & lake overlook

THE SITE
Bound by a linear effigy mound on the west and the existing 
park road on the east, the site design focuses on creating a 
variety of multipurpose spaces that are in harmony with the 
landscape. At this small and specific scale,  the emphasis is 
primarily on functionality and the creation of unique spaces 
where visitors will  have meaningful experiences.

NEW
 INTERPRETIVE

CENTER

EDUCATIONAL
PRAIRIE

INTENSIVE
GREEN

ROOF

SUBSURFACE
PARKING

PARK RD

RAILROAD
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INTERPRETIVE CENTER
INTERIOR CONCEPT

INDOOR ROCK WALL
Visitors of all ages can practice outdoor skills and 
learn about the geology of Devil’s Lake with the 
installation of a climbing wall modeled after the 
Devil’s Doorway rock formation in the park.

THE BUILDING
The new interpretive center will create a variety of indoor 
spaces that better serve the vast year-round programming at 
the park.  The “dark” display will be an interactive museum-
like experience, while the “light” display will showcase many 
of the park’s historic photographs and natural items. All 
spaces along the southern end of the building will benefit 
from ceiling-height windows and iconic views of the lake 
and bluffs. An optional second story can include additional 
classrooms and meeting spaces, and all floors provide 
adequate storage space.

Figure 11.01 - Concept view of bluffs

SUBSURFACE
PARKING
Moving the parking underground improves visual impact of the site, 
provides 64 standard and 8 universally accessible stalls, and connects 
visitors directly to a 24-hour vestibule within the new building.

Restrooms

24-hour

vestibule

Closet

Stairs/elevatorto 2nd floor Snack bar/cafe
Info

desk

Office/staff

Storage
Mechanicals

“Dark”
display

“Light”
display

Auditorium

Rock
wall

Fireplace/
Informal group gathering

Classrooms

Vestibule

Rentals

Primary 
circulation

Lake
view

0                  10                 20
Feet¯

Figure 11.02 - Rock wall concept
Figure 11.03 (right) - Devil’s Doorway

SUBSURFACESUBSURFACE
PARKINGPARKING

Access to
building

¯ 0                    50                   100
Feet
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Rain Transpiration

Uptake
Runoff

Flow to
building

INTENSIVE GREEN ROOF
Replacing the existing 1/2-acre parking lot with native prairie creates 
pollinator habitat, increases biodiversity, and recycles up to 30,000 
cubic feet of water during the 100-year event - enough to flush a 
toilet 145 thousand times.

WHERE DOES RAIN WATER GO?

CONTEXT:

FLOW TO
BUILDING

SURFACE
RUNOFF

RAIN BARREL
STORAGE

(see detail C)

RECYCLE IN
BUILDING
(Plumbing & cooling 
mechanicals)

UNDERGROUND
CISTERN
(Stores 20,000 gal &
directs to building)

STORMWATER COLLECTION
RAIN BARRELS
Painting and building rain barrels creates an opportunity 
for kids to have fun, help the park, and learn about 
basic stormwater management. Barrel painting can be 
an annual event, where the previous year’s barrels are 
auctioned off to raise money toward kids’ programs, 
educate the public, and allow community members to 
take home a unique “piece of the park.”

Figure 11.05 - Children painting Figure 11.06 - Hand-painted barrels

Fig. 11.04 - Flow diagram
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BIOSWALE 1 (B1) H 
Carex hystericina porcupine sedge 3’
Hierochloe odorata vanilla sweet grass 2'
Allium cernuum nodding pink onion 2'
Penstemon digitalis smooth penstemon 3'

BIOSWALE 2 (B2)
Carex comosa Bottlebrush sedge 4’
Baptisia alba white wild indigo 4'
Eupatorium perfoliatum boneset 4'
Solidago ohioensis* Ohio goldenrod 4'

BIOSWALE 3 (B3)
Carex comosa Bottlebrush sedge 4’
Elymus canadensis Canada wild rye 5'
Aster novae-angliae* New England aster 5'
Liatris ligulistrlis** meadow blazing star 5'

LOW 1 (L1) - border
Hierochloe odorata vanilla sweet grass 2'
Anemone patens var. 
wolfgangiana

pasque flower 6"

Geum triflorum prairie smoke 6"
Hypoxis hirsuta yellow star grass 6"
Callirhoe involucrata purple poppy mallow 1'
Allium cernuum nodding pink onion 2'
Artemisia frigida prairie sagewort 2'
Dalea purpurea purple prairie clover 2'

LOW 2 (L2)
Bouteloua curtipendula sideoats grama 3'
Deschampsia cespitosa tufted hairgrass 3'
Allium stellatum prairie onion 2'
Anemone canadensis Canada anemone 2'
Baptisia bracteata cream false indigo 2'
Coreopsis lanceolata lanceleaf coreopsis 2'
Dalea candida white prairie clover 2'
Dodecatheon meadia shootingstar 2'
Geranium maculatum wild geranium 2'

LOW 3 (L3)
Hierochloe odorata vanilla sweet grass 3'
Deschampsia cespitosa tufted hairgrass 3'
Dalea purpurea purple prairie clover 2'
Liatris squarrosa scaly blazingstar 2'
Packera aurea golden groundsel 2'
Phlox pilosa downy phlox 2'
Polemonium reptans Jacob's ladder 2'
Ruellia humilis wild petunia 2'
Sisyrinchium angustifolium blue eyed grass 2'
Tradescantia bracteata prairie spiderwort 2'

MEDIUM 1 (M1) H
Sporobolus heterolepis prairie dropseed 4'
Chasmanthium latifolium northern sea oats 4'
Amorpha canescens leadplant 3'
Amsonia 
tabernaemontana

common bluestar 3'

Astragalus canadensis Canada milk vetch 3'
Eupatorium perfoliatum boneset 4'
Rudbeckia fulgida orange coneflower 4'
Coreopsis palmata stiff coreopsis 3'
Solidago caesia blue stemmed 

goldenrod
3'

MEDIUM 2 (M2)
Sporobolus heterolepis prairie dropseed 4'
Chasmanthium latifolium northern sea oats 4'
Ceanothus americanus* New Jersey Tea 3'
Helianthus occidentalis western sunflower 3'
Penstemon digitalis smooth penstemon 3'
Baptisia alba white wild indigo 4'
Echinacea purpurea purple coneflower 4'
Verbena stricta hoary vervain 4'
Solidago ohioensis Ohio goldenrod 4'

SPECIMEN 1 (S1) - low
Asclepias tuberosa* butterflyweed 3'
Aster azureus* sky blue aster 3'
Silene regia** prairie fire 4'

SPECIMEN 2 (S2) – tall/
purples
Desmodium canadense* showy tick trefoil 5'
Filipendula rubra* Queen of the Prairie 5'
Aster novae-angliae* New England aster 5'
Liatris ligulistrlis** meadow blazing star 5'

SPECIMEN 3 (S3) – tall/
yellows
Aster umbellatus* flat-topped aster 5'
Ratibida pinnata** yellow coneflower 5'
Solidago speciosa** showy goldenrod 5'

GRASSES – tall 
Elymus canadensis Canada wild rye 5'
Hystrix patula bottlebrush grass 5'
Elymus virginicus Virginia wild rye 5'
Panicum virgatum switchgrass 6'
Liatris squarrosa scaly blazingstar 2'
Packera aurea golden groundsel 2'
* = showy ** = attracts butterflies/hummingbirds

PLANTING PLAN
The native prairie is comprised 
of 12 custom seed mixes. While 
each mix has a general function 
and plant height, collectively the 
mixes create a variety of color, 
texture, and wildlife habitat. The 
mixes are arranged in drifts to 
mimic the natural growth habits 
of prairie plants. The bioswale 
mixes can tolerate wetter soils 
and are placed at lower points 
where rain water will collect on 
the site. The specimen mixes 
contain showy species in bloom 
throughout multiple seasons and 
are placed strategically to draw 
the eye through the garden.

PLANT SCHEDULE
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Figure 11.07 - Butterflyweed
Showy orange blooms in June

Figure 11.08 - Meadow blazing star 
Purple blooms, attracts butterflies

Figure 11.09 - Showy goldenrod
Provides multi-season interest

CONTEXT: COLOR SCHEMATIC
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TOTAL CUT:
2346 FT³ (87 YD³)

TOTAL FILL:
5887 FT³ (218 YD³)

CUT & FILL
VIEW:

GRADING PLAN

¯       0                  20                40
Feet ¯       0                  20                40

Feet

Construction of the interpretive center will be low impact 
overall, but some changes in grading will be necessary to 
accommodate new outdoor spaces. The grading plan (at 
left) and cut & fill (below) represent a sample of the contour 
adjustments that will occur.

Figure 11.10 - 
South lawn 
perspective

GRADING PLANGRADING PLAN
Figure 11.10 - 
South lawn 
perspective
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DRAINAGE PLAN RUNOFF CALCULATIONSDRAINAGE PLANDRAINAGE PLAN

¯       0                  20                40
Feet

Stormwater that falls on site will be 
recycled within the new building, 
directed into underground storage, 
or infiltrated back into the ground. 
High points and low points are placed 
strategically to slow and direct water 
into drainage pipes, which flow to 
proportionally sized cisterns. While it 
is expected that some water will run 
off the surface and some will infiltrate/
saturate the soil, a 20,000 cubic foot 
cistern has the capacity to store 
nearly the entire Q of the selected 
site during the 100-year storm event. 
With a permeable crushed quartzite 
surface, the overlook patio doubles 
as a level spreader, which prevents 
pooling and allows rain water to seep 
back into the ground. Excess water is 
carried through perforated pipes to 
the cistern while infiltrating along the 
way. Overflow from the southwest 
corner rain barrels drains into a rain 
garden downslope, and any further 
excess is harvested underground.

VIEW:
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RK
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D
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CONSTRUCTION DETAIL
MAP PLAZA

CONSTRUCTION DETAIL
FIRE PIT SEAT WALL

A small plaza with a park map imprinted in the paving will serve 
as a memorable gathering area on the north end of the building. 
Surrounded by stone seating, the space comfortably accommodates 
up to 25 people, the size of a large class. The plaza can be utilized as 
a teaching space, meeting point, or staging area for groups, where 
the map interests and informs visitors as they wait.

Built into a small hill, the upper seating for the firepit also functions as 
a retaining wall. This allows the space to be slightly nestled into the 
ground, creating an intimate setting while remaining inobtrusive to 
the surrounding landscape.
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REFLECTION
The capstone process has been a rigorous culmination of the 
UW landscape architecture program, requiring a high degree 
of time management, self-direction, and communication on 
multiple levels. Collaborating with a client has been a positive 
experience and invaluable transition into the professional 
sphere. I look forward to watching the development of future 
plans for the new interpretive center at Devil’s Lake and 
hope it may help inspire future visitors to enjoy and care for 
the park’s resources for many years to come.

Sarah Kotnik
Department of Landscape Architecture

May 2016

INTENDED RESULTS
Ecological

• Increased pollinator/wildlife habitat with native plants
• Shoreline reclamation by implementing parking setback
• Preservation of most of existing landscape

Social

• Increased program opportunities in multipurpose spaces
• Spacious new building for year-round public use 
• Cohesive indoor/outdoor learning experience and 

emphasis on environmental education

Sustainable

• 100% of stormwater runoff infiltrated, harvested, or recycled 
on site

• Low impact construction and use of local materials
• Multiple forms of renewable energy as resource and point 

of public education

Economical

• Use of low-maintenance and low-cost native plantings
• Versatile programming/public use in multipurpose spaces
• Resturn on investment as visitors connect with the park and 

return for years to come

CONCLUSION
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Context
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Figure 2.16 - CCC workers at Devil’s Lake 1935
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Figure 7.01 - Elevation model of Sauk County

The Site
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Figure 8.04 - Railroad tracks adjacent to site
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Master Plan
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Figure 10.02 - Solar powered
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Figure 11.10 - South lawn perspective
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TOTAL SEMESTER 2:     328.5

TIME LOG: SEMESTER 2TIME LOG: SEMESTER 1

TOTAL SEMESTER 2:     222.5

TOTAL HOURS:     551


