MaNIS Interview Questions

General Questions

1. Name:  Jim Patton
2. Title:
 Retired, Emeritus /recalled curator of mammals at MVZ.
3. What is your comfort level/experience with computers?

I use ‘em – been using them since a long time. I’m tied onto that machine the 14-15 hours I’m in the museum… responding to e-mail is a big one.  People write to me about borrowing specimens or visiting the collection or getting access to the collection.

4. How long have you been using MaNIS?  How frequently do you use it?

MaNIS has only been working for about three months… I’ve used MaNIS for a short window of intense activity, like 15 minutes, [after his description of the process he completed, I’d estimate more like 30-60 minutes] to define & download the data, then I’ll have the  & use it.   I won’t go back to MaNIS [for this question/taxon] except for if new collections come online…   

Would go back to MaNIS a few times a year as new research questions come up…

Needs Assessment Questions

5. What are your major responsibilities?
The curation of the collection – incorporation of new material freshly collected…supervise people doing accessioning, cataloging, getting the data into the database, identification, getting numbers onto the bones, putting stuff away.  I oversee all loan requests…we ship out 5-10k specimens a year around the world for people to look at, who can’t visit us.  Coordinate/host the visitors who come here to look at things.   At Berkeley, curator is an academic title just like professor – expectation of scholarly productivity.   The curator of any biological collection is expected to develop & maintain a research program, too. I used to teach, curate and do research – no longer possible. As collections have grown, museums have created another category of individual, the collections managers, to take over the day-to-day role of maintaining the collections. Might be other personnel who have strictly collections-related duties. MVZ doesn’t have….Because of the strong connection to Berkeley’s educational goals, the MVZ believes that training grad students in museum techniques is important.  So have multiple curators, for whom scholarly research & PhD’s still required, but no teaching responsibilities. …currently Chris Conroy & Carla Cicero.  Barbara Stein, my Co-PI on the MaNIS grant, used to have Chris Conroy’s position, but has now moved to Seattle. MaNIS is her and John Wieczorek’s idea & design.

6. What aspects of your work involve use of MaNIS?  (Use outside of work?)
MaNIS has been in development for the last few years, just now starting to be utilized. Only 12 of the original 16 museums listed in the grant are currently online. They will all be online before the grant ends in September. An additional half-dozen collections are  adding themselves on with their own funds, because of the opportunities represented by MaNIS. 

Use of MaNIS as a curator

My job as curator is to make sure our MVZ database is up-to-date & available. MaNIS is a portal to give people access to our collection. We were the first major collection to be computerized in the country! NSF funded the MVZ in ’78 to retrospectively collect the data into a database.  We were also the first collection to be accessible on the web… MaNIS hasn’t changed the way we do things [as curators] at all…we just add & expand our own info in the MVZ database, & those are automatically updated to MaNIS.  

“MaNIS in a box” will be available on the website by the end of the grant -  any institution with a database can download this routine that will allow them to add themselves to the MaNIS portals. 

MaNIS funding allows us to retrospectively geo-reference our location data for our specimens.  John just uploaded all those data to the public interface yesterday – by Saturday afternoon all that will be available to the public web site. 

Q: Would you expect to be contacted, in your role as curator, by someone after using MaNIS? And how could MaNIS help that interaction?

 Yes, but it hasn’t happened yet. But since our database has been online for years now, MaNIS probably isn’t going to make things much different for us curators.   Probably be looking things up in our own collections database, not the MaNIS one b/c it’s really so general, for accessing other collections.

Questions that used to be asked of curators, that now can be asked of online collections databases, including MaNIS:

“What do we have of a particular taxon?”

“What mammals do you have, for all taxa, from a particular area? “

“Or – a combination – one taxa limited by a geographical area. “

“for species x, how many males do you have in fluid so I can dissect the glands out?”   Other museums’ collection databases don’t standardize the entries for the specimen preparation method.

Types of communication we get as curators after people have looked things up in our MVZ database web interface: 

“This species is mis-identified – it’s 3000 mi out of its normal range…”

“I see what you have – can I borrow it?”

“I see what you have, do you have field notes?”

How would someone communicate the request for loan of specimens? 

Download the spreadsheet of a search result set from MaNIS & select out of it the specimens they want to see & send the list to the appropriate collection’s curator.  Important fields are Catalog number, taxon & locality – b/c specimens aren’t stored by catalog number, but by taxa & location.  If someone sends a loan request with only catalog numbers, curator has to go look up the taxa & location info again to find the specimens. 
[Jim doesn’t really use MaNIS search interface in role as curator. ]

Use of MaNIS as a researcher

As a researcher, I’m gathering information for the systematics of a taxon, concerned about mapping ranges.  Having access to these databases from other museums means I can make maps, know exactly which specimens those dots are based on & which specimens I need to go & confirm the identity for. In person or by requesting a loan. 

MaNIS gives me access to the same types of info from all those 16 collections across the country that the MVZ has always provided on our website … I use this information to plan which museums I need to go to, how long I need to stay there.  In the old days, you could write to the curator, “How many specimens of x do you have?” and the answer might be,  “Well, there’s a lot of them, you’ll have to come & look!”  Maybe they’d take out the catalog cards & Xerox them for you, but usually not enough staff to answer the question.  The more collections are used, the more you can justify their existence – having information about the contents of the collections available on the website helps the collections to get used. 

7. How frequently do you encounter each situation?
We’re just starting to use it… 3 months or so ago! I just got through downloading all their woodrat records – the systematics of woodrats – the search results tell me which collections do I need to go visit? There are 1700 specimens in LA county, for example - & I know that some are from geographical regions that are critical to me, so I know how many days to budget for the visit. 

I download data from multiple collections. Also downloading distribution maps is a planned part of MaNIS. I’m a mapophile…visual representation to help understand patterns is critical, and I will use that extensively – won’t have to generate these [distribution maps] by hand – I can spend more time doing the thinking  - what does the picture mean? Rather than making the picture!! 

The mapping is part of the supplement design to MaNIS – not available right now but will be by the termination of the grant. 

8. Can you walk us through examples of situations when you would use MaNIS?
· What would trigger this?  - an e-mail, phone call, research question?
· How would you proceed with MaNIS? Can you show us?
· What would the end result be? e.g. phone call returned, file download, jot down notes
As a researcher, I’ll have a question about the systematics of a species. A taxonomy question. 

To give example – the way I should use it – since it takes time to get the specimen records for a particular taxon…  for example, the MVZ collection includes 18,000 pocket gophers in California…

First do a search of taxonomy by geography or geography only… so that when you go to download the specimen records you can limit it to those areas/subspecies you’re interested in. 

[Jim correctly describes the mirroring portal system on the first page]

[On the “Network Query” page, Jim selects the taxonomic index query radio button. This is the option that will give him summary counts of the number of specimens of his target species at each museum, rather than full species records.]

the bottom three options on Network Query page only give COUNTS.   Nothing else about those specimens. 

The system is gonna need feedback as people use it…

The first thing I do is get species counts from the collections. Highlight all of the collections, get species counts, ask for a “Scientific name counts”.  Find out that LA county museum has 1700 specimens. Then I’ll structure a more detailed query of the collection with geographical area limits. 

I’m going to select just a few collections.. or it will take some time. 

OK, we’ll query the Slater Museum in Puget sound.

[Jim clearly brings some outside information about the nature of the collections at the museums to his search.]

How would you suggest representing the meta-data about the various museums’ collections to less experienced users? 

It’s intuitive to me not to start at the specimen based records to get the counts…

It might not be intuitive to folks who are not familiar with working with collection material…
 [for “select a concept”  line Jim constructs:  genus equals neotoma ]

[for an additional “condition” line, Jim constructs: species equals lepoda]

This is what is cumbersome – having to build all these Boolean equations….

I’d rather do what I do in my own database [the web interface to the MVZ database]– type “neotoma lepoda” into the taxon box & press go. 

[Jim added an extra empty line & then got error messages when trying to submit query. Made one fix & tried again. Still didn’t work b/c the last condition was empty. We pointed out the extra line, he clicked “remove last condition” and was now good to go.] 

I’m sure that you would have times where you wanted to do more complex things, but I’d rather it was like the MVZ webpage…. A form that you fill out…With another pull-down list to draw from, which is a list of the collections.  That would be much friendlier to use…

Is there any plan for helping searchers knowing what species names to enter?

Wilson & Reeder – 3rd edition going to press, is exhaustive, authoritative list of scientific & common names ! Will also be a searchable database – conceivable to link the MaNIS database to it….in some way.   Also ask John about the ISIS database. 

[Looking at “Select result set structure”] The “custom result set”  allows me to pick all of these fields….The American Society of Mammalogists in 1970’s came up with a minimum set of standard fields that should be recorded by everybody….every collection has to have information in each one of those fields. Then individual collections can have a lot more of that. 

[looking at the “view structure” link on the “Select results set structure” section.] Don’t know what the use is for all that junk up at the top of the XML “view fields” files –  this tells me the fields - would be nice to have it in a more user-friendly way. 

Once you’ve seen the summary information, then you can specify the number of records you want back. For our records in the MVZ collection, for example, you’d get 4000. You might want to substructure your query in some other way – only from California, only from Riverside county, etc. 

When I do multiple collections, the results from one collection will follow the other one when displayed on the search page. 

Would it be useful to be able to sort the search results by other fields than the museum? 

You certainly want to be able to do that. 

[Jim goes back to the “network query” page, specifies the first radio button, “Specimen records”, and proceeds to describe the work he had done recently on his question about woodrats.]

For the woodrats – I did a full download – whatever is in their database, I got – I can then delete the stuff that’s irrelevant in the Excel file.  You can do this filtering in MaNIS for the standard fields, but not the collection’s specific fields, because those vary. 

I downloaded a file with search results specifically from each collection b/c I need to visit each one, & because the number of specimens is so large that doing one big search would have taken more time than I cared to occupy my computer with on that day.

[Jim steps us through an example of downloading a file with the results of a search]

– [On his Mac OS 9 in Internet Explorer get an error message – but if click “source” rather than OK actually do get the file..! (Jim told John, he’s looking into it.)]Comes down as an HTML file, [actually txt, opens in a the same web browser window as the MaNIS search interface, replacing it, then you have to save-as &] then you open that up in Excel…[had to go through an import step – it was tab delimited] then save as Excel worksheet.  [Lost the MaNIS search window when closed the empty-looking window with the download results.] 

In some collections, you have to query it multiple times b/c you can only get 1000 at a time though there are 1700 specimens. What’s not clear to me is, How do I go in & get the next 700 in my second query ? 

How did you find out about that 1000 limit?   It shows up on the search results page. 

There’s stuff in here that’s irrelevant – like the Animal through Class – I know that stuff!   I erase that in my excel files.   Kinda strange to include this information that tells me the specimens are mammals when I’m already searching a mammal-specific data portal. But if the portal included collections with other vertebrate groups – if it was a site-specific search these fields would be relevant. “Scientific Name” column is redundant.  Keep the three columns Genus, Species, Subspecies & be able to sort on them.

I’d re-order the columns on this search Institution & catalog number come first, then the ID, then other information  like locality & stuff – date of collection at end if at all.  I might not even need to see the search webpage results when it’s thousands of  specimens – I’m downloading them as spreadsheets because I’m using them as data entry sheets (with auto-entry calipers!!) 

Have to transform the downloaded info into another order & erase columns…before using as a data entry sheet. 

How do you envision the mapping being incorporated into the interface? 

Mapophilia: 

MVZ website – Taxon name & county… on search results page click “view georeferenced data on interactive map”  

The MaNIS version will use a separate technology – something related to Digir. 

Can’t query by lat/long block right now – only by locality name. (geopolitical units)  Should be able to query by drawing a box around an area…will be coming through for the MVZ interface.  This will eliminate the need to know older geopolitical unit names for localities, like knowing that Myanmar used to be Burma, or Guyana used to be British Honduras – you can just draw a box around the area you want to retrieve specimens records from as a way of specifying the query. 

9. How did you learn to use MaNIS? e.g. formally trained, self-trained, use help

[through just using it, & asking John W.]

10. Are there any other tools you use in conjunction with MaNIS? e.g. website to look up terms, reference book, PDA

[Excel, prior knowledge of taxa abundance & museums’ collections size…]

11. What aspects of MaNIS

· Accomplish what you expect?

· Fall short of what you expect?

In Manis, have to be exact – “James L. Patton” but in MVZ collection database search interface could just enter “Patton”. How are you supposed to know the exact term? 

· Do you like?

· Don’t you like?

12. What do you do when things go wrong? e.g. stuck, incorrect results
13. Anything else you’d like to add?
Hopefully the audience for MaNIS will be much broader than the audience for any one particular collection’s database – hopefully it will be used by Federal agencies, regional planners – what happens when you put a new highway in Santa Cruz county through the habitat for endangered species ?  Traditionally databases have been used by other collection aficionados… The board of supervisors could in theory log into these collection info for when they have to make decisions about habitats  - like in Golden Gate Park… Science & Nature have announced the availability of these databases, & this type of announcement is going to broaden the user base…

Stuff we want to get from the interviews

1. Try to figure out, in detail, what their current process is.

· What specific queries are being made within the system?

· What are you asking for from the system?

· What associated information do you need in order to finish this task?
2. Try to get specific information on how they want to use the MaNIS interface.
3. Try to figure out what they want to do in general.  What are the user's goals?

Interviewers’ reflections

The Boolean query building is problematic. The  default options on the interface don’t match Jim’s usual workflow. 

Perhaps have a default query-building screen set up for Boolean query for typing in species, or a different default set up for geographical queries. Or time periods. In other words, patterns for common query types. Present it via the current query-building interface for Still allow flexible, advanced query building with the menus.  

Ideally one would not want to have to re-create your query over & over. Some of this is handled by Back button, but not all. Some sort of interface like Flamenco that allows clicking to perfect/reduce the query? Ability to “log in” and save a query?  

Maybe the queries can be made easier by some path handling. Would be cool to click a link on the counts search results as a new search on that collection & get the full specimen records. 

What info about the collections is needed to be displayed in order to help people have some of the meta-information about the different museums, collections, and sizes of search results that Jim & Bill were both able to bring to their work with the interface? 

Current downloading process is tedious – some thought could significantly reduce work with each file. Somehow the UCOP system spits out files that are instantly recognized by Excel. Allowing customization of which columns are included would help.   Also better interactions around large result sets. 

Might be nice to be able to download search results & have them divide themselves up by the collections into multiple files. 

Would you Like to see additional summary counts, like on total males, females, different prep terms, etc. 

Even though the terms aren’t standardized, such as specimen preparation information isn’t standard, for example, you could still summarize the specimen records that are returned according to unique values in that field. 

In order for Jim’s vision of broader use of the MaNIS system by decision-makers to really work, the interface would have to provide significant additional interpretation, for example you’d need info about relative endangerment of organisms, & a lot more to help interpret the search results if that were to be the case!!

Here's my transcript  of our interview with Jim Patton. The last page 

has some notes  - my reflections on the interview.  (I'm still not yet 

thinking in terms of goals & scenarios... oops!)

Some biggies:

*While the MaNIS project as a whole may be a benefit to museum 

curators, they aren’t a major user of the search interface that our 

project is focusing on.

*The Boolean query building is problematic.

*Two major types of queries are envisioned from the system - by 

species, and by geographic location. Researchers like Jim & Bill 

Lidiker  who have taxonomic questions are going to focus on querying by 

genus & species, perhaps limiting that by collection or location.  We 

should try to interview a scientist that will have a strong research 

interest in the second type of query...by geographic location.

*These people are nuts if they think educators & decision-makers and 

others with no biology background are going to find this a useful 

system.

IMHO,

Rebecca

ps - I have some educators to contact, and I will also try for some 

researchers from the ESBM - resources management folks.
