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COVID-related operations from the 
perspective of a faculty curator teaching 

classes with a virtual lab
Brian Atkinson 

Asst. Professor, Ecology and Evolutionary 
Biology Department

Curator, Division of Paleobotany, Biodiversity 
Institute

University of Kansas
Email: brian.atkinson@ku.edu



Break down of this report: 

a. Introductions: myself, KU Paleobotany personnel, research, and 
collections

b. Status of KU Paleobotany before and during covid
c. Teaching a lab based course in a virtual format 

d. Outlook 





Active field program along the 
western coast of North America and 

Antarctica



Kelly Pfeiller
PhD student 

Ben Perry
Undergraduate

Anna Krause
Undergraduate

Keana Tang
Masters student

Rudolph Serbet
Collections Mngr

Kelly Matsunaga
Asst. Professor & 

Curator





Collection and Research Strengths: 

400,000 specimens: Pre-Cambrian-
Recent

Largest North American repository 
for Antarctic fossil plants (>35,000 
specimens, Permian-Jurassic)

NSF Sanctioned Repository for 
Antarctic fossil plants

Anatomically preserved plants 
from crucial time intervals

Currently digitizing our specimens 
via Specify 



Atkinson et al. (2016)

Rothwell et al. 2012







Managing a research program and collection in the 
middle of a pandemic???



Research within the division: 
Everyone has scopes at home

Remote access to fast computers 
for Ct-imaging processing

Dedensifying the lab

Collections management: 
Loans are still out and normal 
operations have resumed 



Teaching

Diversity and History of Organisms (lecture and lab)

Co-taught: Myself (everything except Metazoa); Rich Glor (Metazoa)

Lab has traditionally been a hands-on specimen based experience

Ray Troll



Teaching a biodiversity class in the middle of a 
pandemic???



Given the current situation 
and a prioritization of 

safety. What do we want 
the students to walk away 

with this year?

Richard Glor
Professor & 

Curator

Walter Tapondjou
PhD Student & 
Graduate TA

Keana Tang
PhD Student & 
Graduate TA

Anna Krause
Undergrad Rschr. 
& Undergrad TA

Phylogenetic 
Tree

Literacy



Asynchronous pre-recorded lectures
Synchronous recitations, 2 sections per week

Open book exams (24 hrs to take exam)



Online labs: 

Tree thinking 
exercises using iTOL

Hopefully: diversity 
surveys via iNaturalist





Class enrollment is virtually the same as compared to previous years

KU undergraduate biology program enrollment is up

Overall students have appreciated the flexibility in our class format and 
are learning

Rich and I are happy to share our lab material

Reflections teaching during Covid:



Outlook: 

Specimen based research will continue

Fieldwork will resume next summer and beyond

Grant proposals focusing on collections based work are being written 
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7KH�&ROOHFWLRQV�&RQQHFWLRQ
(GXFDWLRQDO�PRGXOH�

3ODQWV�LQ�D�FKDQJLQJ�ZRUOG��&DOLIRUQLD�
'LYHUVLW\��6SHFLHV�'LVWULEXWLRQV��DQG�
&OLPDWH�&KDQJH

7KLV�ZRUN�LV�VXSSRUWHG�E\�WKH�+LVSDQLF�6HUYLQJ�
,QVWLWXWLRQŖV�(GXFDWLRQ�*UDQWV�3URJUDP��JUDQW�QR��
�����������������SURMHFW�DFFHVVLRQ�QR��
���������IURP�WKH�86'$�1DWLRQDO�,QVWLWXWH�RI�
)RRG�DQG�$JULFXOWXUH�
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%UHDN�RXW�URRP�GLVFXVVLRQ
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ELW�O\�LGLJELR�SROO

%UHDN�RXWV�����PLQXWHV����5HYLHZ����PLQXWHV����'LVFXVVLRQ

http://bit.ly/idigbio-poll
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