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Problem
The Herpetarium at Bowling Green State University is a helpful learning resource; available both for the student body of BGSU, but for the public via traveling lectures and tours.  In an attempt to inform the public about the Herpetarium, a website has been created; however, the current website is outdated and does not contain a current list of the animals housed in the lab.  Keeping updated lists of species in the lab, information sheets for the animals, and general information pertinent to the students and interested public, a continually updated website could benefit the Herpetarium greatly.  The website in its current form has not been updated in two years, mainly because there is no computer in the lab with the proper software and necessary files on which a volunteer could make regular updates.  Each animal in the lab must have an information sheet (in accordance with animal protocols for BGSU) which outlines the following information:
· range: areas in which the animal occurs naturally 

· size: how large the animal will get

· lifespan: how long the animal will live

· active: when the animal is active (nocturnal, diurnal, etc)

· habitat: what type of habitat the animal lives in in the wild

· captive care: details on how to care for the animal in captivity, including housing 
· foods: what the animal eats, and should eat in captivity
The information above is also useful when describing the animals to the interested public.  The Herpetarium shares The Society for the Study of Reptile and Amphibian’s (SSAR’s) belief that in order to conserve reptile and amphibian species, we must first understand their life histories. 
The population of animals in the lab is constantly changing, so each new animal brought in represents a new stock of information.  A continuously updated website would allow us to share this information with our audience as the new animals come in.  As it stands, the site has not been updated for a number of years due to lack of equipment in the lab.  Frequent updates would also allow us to advertise events we will be involved with such as demonstrations, and keep volunteers abreast of recent events in the lab; births, deaths, new animals and the like. 
For these reasons, the Herpetarium would like to request funds to help purchase a computer for the lab on which necessary software could be installed to efficiently keep the website updated.  SSAR would be an ideal funding source for the Herpetarium.  SSAR works to further research, conservation, and education concerning reptiles and amphibians, an equipment grant that would work nicely toward the purchase of a new computer for the BGSU Herpetarium. 

Audience
A website for the Herpetarium needs to be designed for the general public. The audience for the website could potentially be far-reaching, with millions of people using the internet, and includes:

· BGSU students
· potential Herpetarium volunteers
· people seeking information on Herpetology 
· people interested in a demonstration or tour

Reptiles and amphibians are animals that few people have much experience with, and

as a result they are often viewed with fear (see below).  SSAR’s website has this to say about education:

“All successful conservation programs include a strong educational component. The focus of education may be directed at certain groups (landowners, legislators, recreationists) but the most significant are aimed at a broad segment of society. Nowhere is this more true than in the conservation of amphibians and reptiles, where generations of prejudice, unwarranted fears, and confusing information all become major barriers that must be overcome.”

The website will need to further part of the Herpetarium’s mission (see below); to portray reptiles and amphibians in a positive light.  This is the reason we give public outreach demonstrations with the animals in the Herpetarium; we believe contact with the animals is the best way of giving people positive experience with them.  Allowing visitors to the site to see Herpetarium volunteers interacting with people and animals during demonstrations will convey to those that are uncomfortable with the animals that they are not going to harm them, allowing them to become more comfortable with them. This is a vital step in informing the public about the importance herpetofauna and introducing them to concepts such as biodiversity and conservation through the study of Herpetology.

Mission:
Through outreach into the community, as well as on campus, the mission of the Herpetology lab is to incorporate the core values of Bowling Green State University while promoting appreciation of biological diversity and the understanding and respect of organisms encountered through the field of Herpetology. Volunteer work in the lab, providing hands-on demonstrations and lectures comprise our effort in encouraging respect in peoples’ reaction to reptiles while educating as well. Research utilizing proper reptile husbandry is encouraged in the same manner that all student-designed research is encouraged in the Department of Biological Sciences at BGSU. The Herpetology lab is committed to the learning that comes from hands-on experience.

A major portion of the general public is under-educated about the importance of herpetofauna and the concepts of biodiversity and conservation, it is the goal of the Herpetarium to reach as many people as possible, and teach them the importance of these concepts.  Our outreach programs allow the people of Bowling Green, Ohio, and surrounding communities to have personal encounters with reptiles and amphibians. Children are a key as they have not yet learned to be biased, this includes irrational fears regarding animals, making them a perfect group to focus our outreach efforts toward.  Organizations such as SSAR recognize the import role that the internet can play in educating the public, providing a list of links to sites that provide information pertinent to their goals.  
Outreach by the Herpetarium extends past local demonstrations and tours with the use of the internet.  In a study, Lydia Plowman and Rosemary Lucklin found that interactivity and interfaces of chlidren’s “smart toys” that children use alone or in conjunction with a computer can play a role in supporting the child's learning in terms of scaffolding.  This scaffolding is the basic knowledge on which children will build their lifetime of knowledge (98).  Children can use the internet to learn about the world around them.  Children and people of all ages can benefit from the educational uses of the internet.
It was estimated in 1996 that 25 million people communicated on the Internet (Morris et. al.).  Undoubtedly this number has grown exponentially in the past nine years.  Many people can be reached through the use of interactive websites.  Interactivity allows the user to explore not only the site at hand, but by visiting other similar sites, “hypermedia programs are knowledge bases in which every display is a menu to others” (Locatis et. al.).  Links provided within the Herpetarium website will direct users to other sites of interest. 

SSAR believes in the benefits of herpetological education, and provides support for educational programs for zoos, museums, parks, nature centers, regional herpetological societies and other such organizations.  As you can see, the goals of the Herpetarium parallel those of SSAR, making our organization a good fit for a grant to fulfill out needs.

Need

A new computer in the Herpetarium would be an extreme benefit. This machine could store all of the needed materials for the website including graphics, animal information sheets, and photos. A continually updated website would allow the Herpetarium to advertise when demonstrations are occurring, discuss recent appearances, keep the list of species in the lab current, and give visitors to the site current information on what is happening in the lab. The computer could also serve a use for publications for the lab, such as brochures and fliers. This machine could also run the required software which includes:


- Adobe Photoshop (graphics)


- Macromedia Dreamweaver (web design)

- Adobe Pagemaker or InDesign (desktop publishing)


- Microsoft Office (word processing)

The software listed above is available free of charge for use on university computers.  In short, a new computer would enable the Herpetarium to efficiently update the website, keeping users continually informed with recent information.   
Methodology
The methods for implementing the use of equipment purchased by funds provided by SSAR will include:

1. setup and installment of programs

2. training of personnel

3. assignment of tasks

4. saving and storing information

5. consulting with department webmaster

6. updating of website

7. collecting information from usability survey

8. changing website according to survey

General Setup, Training, and Upkeep

The workstation will need to be set up and situated in the Herpetarium so that volunteers can have access to it.  This process will involve the moving of office equipment and animals to make room for the station.  Ideally, the work station will be close to any outside information that is needed (books, manuals, etc.).  Interested volunteers will need to be trained to use the appropriate online documentation related programs, which are listed in the ‘needs’ section of this proposal.  It is best to conduct the training on the workstation that they will be using.  The website has already been designed and set up in a series of templates, so web design skills will be only minimally required; the bulk of the effort will be focused on online documentation processes.  

Information for the website is organized into a series of clearly labeled folders.  Volunteers working on the site will need to be familiar with the system, and where information is stored.  After work is completed to the site, it will need to be stored within the filing system, and will also have to be given to the BGSU Biology Department webmaster. Volunteers working on the site must keep contact with the webmaster, as they will not have access to the department website server on which the site will be posted.  The webmaster will need to post the site to the server so that it may be seen on the internet.  A system for when and how the website is updated will need to be set in place so that volunteers know the process by which the site will be worked on, edited, saved, and posted. 

Usability Survey
Usability testing is a technique that technical communicators often use to test how users feel about a product, and how they feel it could be changed to be more usable.  Please refer to Appendix A to view the Herpetarium’s survey.  Ann Hill Duin (307) states that usability testing allows the tester to

· Discover the user’s goals and needs

· Plan for user’s needs

· Design documents with the users’ needs in mind

These are the goals of a usability survey for the Herpetarium.  The survey could be used after the new website is in place in order to make changes according to the audience’s responses.  Macromedia Dreamweaver, the software used to make the site, can be used to create forms that can be filled out online and mailed to the Herpetarium.  After enough users have participated in the study (at least 20 people), the data can be looked at for trends, and the site can be changed accordingly.  
Demographic information such as sex, age, and race are important to inquire about to ensure that the site is easily understandable across cultures.  Ranking different aspects of the site will generate data that is easy to look at and spot trends.  Open-ended questions are important as far as gathering our user’s opinions.  
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Appendix A
Usability Survey – BGSU Herpetarium
*link of website appears here*
Personal Information
Please respond to the following questions in writing.
Age:________ 

Sex: ________

Race/Ethnicity: ________________________________

Internet Experience Level (circle one): Beginner
Intermediate
Advanced
Expert

Website Information
Rank information, 1= horrible, 5= excellent
Please rate the overall usability of this website 
(circle one):  1
2
3
4
5

Please rate the overall ease of navigation of this website
(circle one):  1
2
3
4
5

Please rate the ease with which you could read and understand the information on the site (circle one):  1
2
3
4
5

Please rate the overall layout of the site

(circle one):  1
2
3
4
5

Please circle yes or no.

Were you able to find the related links/resources section of the website?  YES
NO
Were you able to find information on how to visit the Herpetarium?  YES
NO

Were you able to find out how to contact the Herpetarium?  YES
NO

Open Questions
Please respond in writing on the form.

How does the site look to you?  Describe what changes you would make to the layout.
Is the site easy to use?  What changes would make it easier to use?

Were you able to understand the information on the site?  What other information do you think should be included?

Please write any other questions or comments you may have below.
