
Avocational paleontologists 
and volunteers: critical 
partners  

Ann Molineux, Linda McCall, Faye Geigerman, Non-
vertebrate Paleontology Laboratory, Jackson School of 
Geosciences, The University of Texas at Austin  



Dedication 
§ This presentation is dedicated to the late Bill Bergner. 

 
§ Full-time volunteer partner, and friend of the collections 
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Why do we need volunteers? 
How do we find useful volunteers? 

How do we train volunteers? 
What roles do volunteers play at NPL? 

What benefits do we gain from a volunteer workforce and  
Do our volunteers benefit from helping us? 

 Are there problems  associated with volunteers? 
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The need for volunteer partners 
§ Critical staff shortage for size of collection 
§ Constant specimen preparation, inventory and digitization 
§  Infusion of new ideas and technologies 
§ Maintains relevance of the collections to the public 
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The search for volunteers 

§ Targeted talks to student and 
interested groups 

§ Field trips outside and inside 
§ Connections to organizations 
§ Advertise at relevant events/meetings 
§ Post on volunteer sites at UT 
§ WORD OF MOUTH 
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Official 
flyer 
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VOLUNTEER OPPORTUNITIES 
 
 

AT NPL [Non-vertebrate Paleontology Lab] 
 of the Jackson School Of Geosciences, PRC33 “THE WAREHOUSE” 

J.J. Pickle Research Campus, 10100 Burnet Road 
See MAP and link at foot of this flyer 

 
SESSIONS FOR SPRING 2014 
WEDNESDAYS- at 5PM-8PM 

 
 

Dress to get dirty and keep WARM or COOL. Timing is not important. 
Humor is essential. Bring your friends. 

Bring a loupe if you have one, specimen numbers are often indistinct. 
There are occasions when we may not meet if the  

‘Cages’ get too hot in summer or too cold in winter so be alert for an email. 
 

IMPORTANT: Please tell me if you think you’ll be helping at any time during 
the semesters.  

(This is a SECURITY requirement; our sessions take place “After hours”) 
 
 

THANK YOU FOR BEING PART OF THIS 
 GREAT NEW LEARNING EVENT 

Feast your eyes on even more invertebrate fossils, rocks and minerals  
 
 

Many thanks: Ann Molineux 
annm@austin.utexas.edu 

Lost? Call me @ 512-791-5521 
 

DIRECTIONS: How to find us [PRC33] 
http://www.utexas.edu/maps/prc/ 

 



Candid 
camera 
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he building, an old quonset      
hut from the W. W. II era 
	undoubtedly of the time 
when this complex had been 

home to a magnesium plant was 
illuminated by one lone light hung 
from the center rafter. No front door, 
just a large opening with a retractible 
garage door 	opened
. No people 
around. Very quiet.  

With some trepidation, I entered. 

Inside was a long wide hall with wire 

cages on each side. Still no sounds, no 

people. Just smells.  The sort of smell 

that reminds you of opening 

something that had been stored in a 

basement for a long time. Musty. Dirty.

Dusty.  Old.

Finally, a door on the right with a bit 

of light coming under the door.  

Unsure, but determined, I slowly 

pushed the door open. Inside, a bustle 

of people moving to and fro 

carrying  . . . something. Boxes? 

Papers? Rocks? No one seemed to 

notice as I stood trying to take in the 

room.  It was cavernous. The room 

itself was divided into aisles lined by 

cases and cases of old wooden drawers.

Thousands of drawers. Each stained 

dark with tags and stickers and old 

writing and marks carved onto the 

front.

Suddenly, around the edge of a 

cabinet appeared a small woman. She 

glanced at me and I could sense her 

realization that I was new. Not 

someone she had seen before. 

Introducing herself as Ann Molineux, 

she thrust a clipboard into my hand 

and, speaking with a British accent 	of 

course!
, explained what I was to do. 

She then led me over to a huge stack of

drawers and suggested I start there. I 

turned and she was gone.

I was assigned to inventory the 

contents of this stack of drawers. 

Nearby were two other people, both 

quietly cataloging their own drawers. I 

slowly tugged on the top drawer. No 

handle. By some skillful maneuvering 

and sliding, I managed to slide the 

drawer out. Inside, boxes, and jars, and

vials, and bags �lled with fossils. 

As I reached for the �rst box, I could

feel time winding backwards. Each 

fossil was labeled with a number, but 

more interestingly, many of the fossils 

included a handwritten label. Written 

in that old Spencerian penmanship,

beautiful and elegant, �Found 

north on old Austin Road. 

1892� 1892? In my hand I held a

piece of paper written by a 

geologist over a hundred years 

ago. And he was describing 

where he found a fossil that was 

surely several million years old.�

No wonder this place smelled musty. 

In this one building were �the sands of 

time.�Well, maybe more accurately, 

�the rocks and fossils of time.�A few 

hours later, I had traveled through 

three drawers of fossils found long ago 

in the area around Austin.

Most were probably found by 

geologists who wouldn�t recognize 

Austin today. I had traveled even 

further back in time to handle fossils 

of animals that were here long before 

that geologist clamored over other 

rocks to �nd it.

As I turned to leave the building later

that night, I stood under the light 

outside and closed my eyes and tried to

imagine an Austin where I could have 

traveled north on the Old Austin Road 

in 1892. I wonder what I would have 

found?

Ann Molineux may sti� be cataloging fossils

and rocks for another hundred years. If you�d
like to help out now with this CAMN�

approved volunteer activity, contact An�
at annm@mail.utexas.edu.

Field trip: Non-vertebrate paleontology collections

Time Travel to the Cretaceous

John Smith, CAMN, catalogues and 

inventories some of the millions of fossils 

and rocks at the  JJ Pickle Research 

J. W. Beede, �om a photograph i�

Ferguson, 1981, courtesy of Bureau of 

Economic Geology

T
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Selection process 
§ Try to accept all who apply and come for a visit 
§ High school students require a teacher endorsement 
§ Other students usually come with faculty endorsements or 

with a parent 
§ Try to steer new recruits to beginning of semesters 
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Training the crew 
§ Basic tour of repository 
§ Basic conservation 

§  Location of supplies  
§ Drawer and specimen handling 
§  Tray preparation with Ethafoam liners 

§ Basic safety training 
§ Paper work 

§  Level 1-Basic 
§  Level 2-Basic + Network access 
§  Level 3-Basic + Network + Background check + Key access 
§  Level 4-Research access + Remote computer access 
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Training the crew  
§ Tracking hours 
§ Access to server, file structure and folders 
§ Learning aides online 
§ Software 

§  Initial training with Excel and Access 
§  Further Specify training with online wiki training modules 

§ Access to main database 
§ Requires additional security password and master key 

§  Imaging 
§  Various levels of imaging 
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Software training 
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Requires minimal processing Basic reference image + label 

Project-Imaging    

Specimen detail adequate:  Label text is legible:  Data extracted to Specify 

3
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Projects-Inventory 
Inventory-conserve-image  

Results: 
•  Specimen located & conserved 
•  Record image of specimen & 

label & whole drawer view 
•  Data added to Specify 
•  Available to view online 
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Projects-Inventory 
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Projects- outreach 
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Projects-outreach 
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Projects-outreach 
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Research associates 
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Retention and long term 
commitment  

§ Worthwhile projects 
§ Defined goals 
§ Visible progress 
§ Learning opportunities 
§ Appreciation 

§  Lunches, snacks, parties 
§ Web appreciation 
§  Inclusion in events and papers 
§  Field and other collections experiences 
§ Recognition 

§ Possible track to paid position  
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The end 
product 
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Joining in research projects 

Angella Thompson and Chase Shelburne 

Testing a New Procedure for Removing Aged Consolidants 
From Historic Collections 



Value of volunteer partners 
§ Vital educational opportunity for students and the public 
§ Great input from pool of varied talents 
§ Links to the community 
§ Expand collection activity 
§ Connections to other disciplines on campus 
§ Promote research  
§ Expose the collections 
§ Broaden specimen acquisition 

§ 16000 FTE hours in last 5 years [does not include RF hoirs] 
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Problematic aspects 
§ Training time 

§ Need a volunteer coordinator 
§ Digital reticence 

§ Need to have flexible projects  
§ Turnover 

§  Students especially mobile 
§  Some tasks tedious 
§  Environment is not superb! 

§ Security restrictions 
§ Can restrict roles 
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Future Results 
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§ Feedback from partners 
§  Survey monkey 

§ Assess and evaluate 
§  Improve training methods 
§  Increase satisfaction 
§  Increase productivity 
§  Improve quality control  

 

§ Expanded productivity 
§ Broadened impact 
§ Added new skill sets 
§ Enlivened the collections 
§  Increased new collections 
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