
 

Students around the globe collect quality, eye-
opening research data on mammals
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Students at a school in India caught more tigers on their camera traps (16) than
researchers did in nearby Bor Tiger Reserve and Pench National Park. India has
the largest populations of these endangered species. Credit: eMammal

Children all over the world are learning science by collecting data and
running experiments in their classroom. But what if the data they
collected during their school day could be used to help scientists? Turns
out, it can. Researchers at the North Carolina Museum of Natural
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Sciences and NC State University, running a large-scale camera-trap
study called eMammal, recently enlisted the help of K-12 students from
28 schools and four countries—the United States, India, Mexico and
Kenya. What the researchers, and the kids, discovered was surprising.

"At first, we were worried the cameras would mostly photograph dogs,
cats and rodents," says Stephanie Schuttler, Museum Research Associate
and lead author of a new paper highlighting the results of the study. "We
were surprised by the results. The camera traps set by these kids yielded
thousands of images with a total 83 native mammal species, including 12
that were threatened or endangered. For example, students photographed
the endangered black rhinoceros, Bengal tiger, Grevy's zebra and Asiatic
wild dog. And in one instance, students at a school in India caught more
tigers on their camera traps than researchers did in nearby Bor Tiger
Reserve and Pench National Park."

Schuttler and her colleagues initially worked with participating teachers
to match eMammal's scientific protocols to the education standards that
the teachers needed to cover. Then over the past four years, the teachers
would help their students (as young as nine years old) set up motion-
activated cameras on or near their school grounds, upload resulting
photos into the eMammal software, and identify the species that were
photographed. Scientists later verified each photo to make sure the
identifications were correct.
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In Mexico students photographed jaguarundis multiple times including images of
hunting and mothers with kittens. Jaguarundis are a listed species in Mexico and
overall very little is known about this elusive cat. Credit: eMammal

What's so important about discovering school-ground species? Due to
the large-scale decline of biodiversity across the globe, scientists need to
monitor trends for conservation purposes—particularly in the spaces
near where people live, work and go to school—to understand how
people and wildlife can coexist. To determine how school habitat
measured up to natural areas, researchers compared species diversity
from this study to previous studies involving adult citizen scientists and
professional researchers in nearby protected areas. They found that in
most countries, species diversity at schools was comparable to those of
parks. They also found that children performed as well as adult citizen
scientists in setting and monitoring camera traps.
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"Citizen science is hardly ever implemented in classrooms and when it
is, it is very labor-intensive on the scientists' behalf," Schuttler notes.
"With eMammal, we have kids collecting camera trap images on a
variety of mammal species from four countries, making it an effective
and non-labor intensive way to gather data that helps us understand the
distribution, abundance and behavior of mammals across the world, all
while providing students with a hands-on lesson in real science."

Additionally, teachers reported that eMammal engaged their students
and provoked their curiosity, and that the students were more willing to
participate in eMammal than in other classroom activities. When the
students became aware that the photos they collected would be stored in
a Smithsonian repository acting as digital museum specimens, it gave
their classroom activities meaning and purpose, resulting in the students'
setting cameras more carefully and caring more about the data.

The students also learned real-world lessons about communication and
conservation. Schools organized events in which their photographs were
displayed, leading to community discussions about the management and
conservation of local mammals. Students in Mexico even engaged
directly with government officials, presenting their results to the mayor
of Guadalajara. Overall, the researchers found that children can collect
valuable mammal monitoring data using camera traps while connecting
with nature and learning through their own scientific discoveries.
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Detection rates of endangered Grevy's zebras were higher on school property
than in nearby conservancies in Kenya. Credit: eMammal

  More information: BioScience (2018). DOI: 10.1093/biosci/biy141
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