
The Key to the Cabinets: Building and sustaining a 
research database for a global biodiversity hotspot



Our Reality
 Increasingly data-rich 

environment
 Increasingly time-constrained
 Increasing financial need of 

students

 How do we make students 
active participants/citizen 
scientists?
 Small projects for academic credit 

○ Independent Study, Capstone Study
 Partner with Federal Work Study 

(FWS)



The Key to the Cabinets ADBC-TCN

 ~4 million specimens
 Image, transcribe & 

georeference



Data Management Workflow
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Marshall University Herbarium (MUHW)

 50,000+ vascular plant specimens
 Mostly from WV

 Personnel 2014-2015:
 1 curator
 No curation reassigned time

 8 Federal Work Study students
 1 Master’s independent study
 1 undergraduate Capstone/senior 

project
 2 paid students on ADBC grant
 1 MS student and 1 FWS student



Challenges with students

 Lack of botanical/taxonomic 
knowledge
 Orientation, how-to docs

 Continuity/ predictability
 Keys & independence

 Boredom
 Including in ‘actual’ research 

activities
○ Prep for digitization
○ Freedom

Biology of Plants
Raven et al.



Training Plan & Status as of May 2015



Electronic recordkeeping



Semester Summary



Fits and Starts



Some tasks are more time-consuming



Personnel Vary (a lot!) in Productivity



Division of Labor



Most common problems:

 Photography mechanics
 File-names
 Time cards



What We’ve Learned

 Living in Chaos
 Much troubleshooting in 

Spring 2015!
 Regularly changing 

protocols
 There is no avoiding 

this if you want to move!

 Organization
 Peer training works 

pretty well
 Combination of 

specialists and 
generalists

 Human behavior
 Students are precise while 

being watched
 Students need regular 

refresher training
 Students are predictably 

good leaders (Kristen)
 Students unexpectedly 

emerge as leaders (Katrina & 
Ashley)

 Some students just don’t 
work out well



What We’ve Accomplished

 Since Feb. 1:
 8413 specimens 

barcoded, imaged, 
processed and shared to 
iPlant

 Stable protocols
 Trained (returning!) 

students



What’s next
 A third cohort of FWS in Fall 2015?

 Max. number??
 Level of policing/enforcement?

 Continued revision of training docs and 
protocols
 Student feedback
 Student peer-training

 Image the early dicots and rosids in Fall 
2015
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