
ABSTRACT

PROJECT NAME:  Wisdom Woods Vision + Communications Plan

LOCATION:  Spooner, WI

ENTRY CATEGORY:  Communications

PROJECT DESCRIPTION:  

The landscape architect’s delicate approach provides visitors with subtle ways to engage with the natural environment. An interpretive 
guide, wayfinding features, and a maintenance manual help guests and staff understand the landscape and their relationship with it. These 
communication tools invite visitors to slow down, pay attention to their surroundings, appreciate the beauty of Wisdom Woods, and seize 
opportunities for personal reflection.



NARRATIVE

Nestled between two lakes, the 80-acre Wisdom Woods property is located outside Spooner, Wisconsin. Northwoods retreats are treasured destinations 
for many in the Midwest. Ritualistic pilgrimages to retreats offer a sense of renewal, restoration, and clarity. The client sought to capture this essence, 
asking the landscape architect to shape an experience that brings peace and rejuvenation to all who seek it. 

At Wisdom Woods, users encounter a range of dynamic landscapes including stands of red pine, dense aspen thickets, littoral lake edges, and a quaking 
bog. The main project challenge was to stay true to the essence of the place and let the landscape be the main driver for the experience. 

The resulting Vision and Communications provide visitors and staff with direct opportunities to engage with the exceptional natural environment and all 
the living things within it. Sensitively sited trails lead guests through the site’s micro-ecologies and connect the user with varied landscape experiences. 
The trails feature points of interest that invite users to pause, observe, and interact with their surroundings. 

The landscape architect created a suite of media with the goal of enhancing users’ connection to the site. The media - including a tarot deck, interpretive 
guide, wayfinding features, and maintenance manual - facilitates a more profound connection with landscape along with a heightened awareness of the 
human-nature relationship.  

UNDERSTANDING THE LANDSCAPE 

To understand what makes Wisdom Woods unique, the design team devoted considerable time and energy to familiarizing themselves with the site and 
establishing a relationship with it. They explored the landscape across the seasons to reveal paths and rituals. Using walking, photography, and inventory, 
the team developed strategies to locate and record distinct ecozones, identify key landscape features and structures, and document movement. This 
process of exploration and discovery opened the design process from a place of genuine understanding.  

USER-CENTERED COMMUNICATION  

Realizing that a traditional planning document would just sit on a shelf, the team produced communications deliverables that were tailored to specific 
audiences, making them approachable, fun, and useful. The media highlights sensory experiences and employs storytelling to drive curiosity and encourage 
exploration of Wisdom Woods. Communication tools for staff and ownership are more straightforward, synthesizing information into one easy-to-use 
package. 

ENGAGING EXPLORATION TOOLS 

The Wisdom Woods Tarot Deck helps visitors explore the landscape and uncover its true spirit. People can use the cards like a traditional tarot deck, or to 
find points of interest within the deck and plan their journey across the site. The resulting personalized routes ignite questions and discovery. Prompts on 
the cards invite guests to reflect and contemplate their environment. Guests are encouraged to take the tarot deck with them and continue to cultivate the 
knowledge and insights gained during their stay. 



NARRATIVE continued

The Adventure Guide includes site maps and stories of place, helping guests explore the site with confidence. The wayfinding system at Wisdom Woods 
includes tree tags and guideposts that serve as unobtrusive directional markers. Tree Tags guide users through the site during day and night, thanks to 
reflective borders that make them visible in low light conditions. All three tools – the Tarot Deck, the Adventure Guide, and Wisdom Woods Wayfinding – are 
woven together through a shared set of symbols and colors. The symbols are emblematic plant species which visitors will encounter multiple times while 
exploring. Repeated exposure to these plants will help users develop a sense of familiarity and fondness towards the plants and ecologies. 

GUIDING THE VISION 

The Wisdom Woods maintenance manual is an essential guide that helps both day-to-day operations and long-term planning to stay in line with the 
organization’s mission and values. The manual is designed for convenience, consisting of a sturdy binder of standard-sized pages which can be edited 
and used on-site. The Introduction chapter is used as part of the training for new and seasonal staff. The design team distilled complex analysis and 
construction documents into simple guidelines and imagery  so that the Wisdom Woods team can quickly access vital information. Colorful and engaging 
diagrams illustrate typologies and record critical dimensions and materials to facilitate phased implementation.   

CONCLUSION  

The client’s openness to accept and investigate the spiritual and intangible aspects of the retreat experience gave the landscape architect the opportunity 
to create special communication tools that surpass the idea of a conventional result. Like the Vision Plan, these tools are rooted in a close relationship with 
the landscape and mirror the collective knowledge and excitement of the client, the Wisdom Woods staff, and the design team.  



WELCOME TO WISDOM WOODS
Wisdom Woods is a Northwoods retreat, and a treasured destination for many in the Midwest. Ritualistic pilgrimages to this land offer a sense 
of renewal, restoration, and clarity. The client sought to capture this in the site design, asking the landscape architect to shape an experience 
that evokes peace and rejuvenation. 



ECOLOGICAL ZONES + SITE CHARACTER
Wisdom Woods is unique because of its habitat diversity and tie to regional ecologies. Guests can encounter a range of dynamic landscape 
types including towering stands of red pine, dense aspen thickets, and a mysterious and majestic quaking bog. 
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AUDIENCE + COMMUNICATION TOOLS 
Soon after being hired for the project, the landscape architecture team set a goal of staying flexible to meet the client’s needs. We realized 
that a traditional planning document would not suffice, so we instead produced communications deliverables that were tailored to specific 
audiences, making them approachable, fun, and useful. 



SPENDING TIME ON SITE
In order to comprehend what makes this place extraordinary, the design team devoted considerable time and energy to getting acquainted 
with the 80-acre site. We explored the site across the seasons to discover the paths and rituals that would be essential to communicate to 
future guests.



SITE DISCOVERY 
Using walking, photography, and inventory, we developed strategies to record the ecozones, identify landscape features, and document 
movement. This process of exploration and discovery opened the design process from a place of genuine understanding, emphasizing the 
values of Wisdom Woods experiences from an intimate relationship with the site.



A VISION FOR WISDOM WOODS 
The Wisdom Woods vision strengthens the human-nature connection with trail loops leading guests through the site’s micro-ecologies. 
Points of interest along the trails encourage guests to explore more of the diverse landscape by creating spaces of solace and meditation that 
stimulate our senses, captivate our attention, and make us feel relaxed.
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ENGAGING EXPLORATION TOOLS
A critical aspect of the vision plan is a set of communication tools to guide both guests in their experience of Wisdom Woods and the organization 
in preserving the land and long-term vision. These tools urge visitors and staff to slow down and recognize the singular beauty of Wisdom 
Woods and their relationship with the landscape.



CENTERED ON EXPERIENCE
Communications geared towards guests leverage high-quality craft to highlight sensory experiences and employ storytelling to intrigue and 
delight. 



INVITATION TO LEARN
The Adventure Guide supports guests as they explore the property’s trails with confidence. Playful folds reveal a site map along with stories 
of the history and ecology of the area.



FACILITATING LANDSCAPE CONVERSATIONS
The team created the Wisdom Woods Tarot Deck to help visitors explore the landscape and uncover its true spirit. Guests can use the cards 
like a traditional tarot deck, or to find points of interest and plan their journey across the site. The resulting personalized routes ignite 
curiosity, questions, and discovery.



PLAYFUL EXPLORATIONS
Prompts on the cards invite users to reflect on their environment. This tool helps visitors make connections with the land, each other, and 
themselves. Guests are encouraged to take the deck with them and continue to cultivate the knowledge and insights gained during their stay.



SHEPHERDING THE VISION
The Wisdom Woods Maintenance Manual is a handy guide that helps both day-to-day operations and long-term planning to stay in line with 
the organization’s mission and values. The Introduction chapter is used as part of the training for new and seasonal staff.



INFORMATION ON HAND
The manual is designed for convenience, consisting of a sturdy binder of standard-sized pages which can be edited and used on-site. The 
design team changed complex analysis and construction documents into clearer and simpler exhibits so that the Wisdom Woods team can 
quickly access vital information.



FROM VISION TO IMPLEMENTATION
Colorful and engaging diagrams illustrate typologies and record critical dimensions and materials to facilitate phased implementation.



THE RIGHT FIT 
The client’s acceptance of the spiritual and intangible aspects of the retreat gave the landscape architect the opportunity to create special 
communication tools beyond a conventional result. These tools are grounded in a close relationship with the landscape, reflecting the collective 
knowledge and enthusiasm of the client, staff, and design team.


