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Students	  and	  Natural	  History	  
	  

Not all students can experience natural history collections and 
research physically. 
 
Digital and on-line resources offer a virtual way to experience 
and explore the natural world. 
 
 



Big	  Data	  and	  Digi@za@on	  Ini@a@ves	  
	  



On-‐line	  Data	  
	  

Data available on-line are unreliable and often unverifiable. 
 
Natural history collections provide one of the few verifiable 
sources of biological data on the internet. 
 



Types of digital data available: 
 
1. Abiotic – Google Earth-based, climate layers 
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Types of Investigations   

Species distributions through time 
 
Biogeographic/ecologic rules 
 
Invasive species 
 
Phenology, phenological shifts 



Citizen Science Initiatives   
iNaturalist 
 
Zooniverse – Notes from Nature 
 
Project BudBurst 
 



Challenges   

Databases and collections not originally developed for 
education 

 - databases developed for collection management 
 - collections developed and used for research 

 
Specimen & data availability 

 - data not available to address many types of questions 
 



Challenges   

Educators & students are not aware of existence and value of 
collections. 
 
Accessing and using databases can be tricky. 

 - sometimes need certain browsers 
 - databases go down 
 - learning curve for how to do searches 
 - using downloaded data usually requires clean-up and      

             verification 
 



Challenges   

Map of Life – Ursus maritimus 



Challenges   

GBIF – Tamias minimus 



Benefits   

Most classrooms have internet access. 
 
Using on-line (specimen) data allows  

 - student access to real data 
 - inquiry-driven education 
 - addressing questions of local significance 



Benefits   

Natural history collection data is real, can be verified, and 
interesting. 
 
Students learn the limits of data, the importance of data quality, 
and critical thinking about what the data mean. 
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