
Institutional Records Keeping 
NCLC 510, 3 credits 

 
Course Instructor  
 Karin Schwartz, M.S., Biological Database Manager, Chicago Zoological Society 
Affiliate Faculty at GMU 
 
Additional Faculty 
Glenous Favata, Registrar, Toledo Zoo, Toledo, Ohio 
Lynn McDuffie, Assistant Curator of Records, Disney’s Animal Kingdom/Disney’s Animal         
Programs and Environmental Initiatives, Lake Buena Vista, FL 
Adrienne Miller, Super Subject Matter Expert, ISIS 
Josh Courteau, Training Coordinator, ISIS 
 
Guest instructors 
Kevin Willis, Biological Programs Director, Minnesota Zoo 
Krstine Schad, Associate Population Biologist, AZA Population Management Center, 
 
Course Description  
 
This 48 contact hour, three credit course explores the theory and mechanics of animal records-
keeping and identifies the important role accurate records play in successful captive 
management.  The student will study how International Species Information System tools are 
used to record, analyze, and disseminate animal information collected at the institutions. 
Instruction in the new ISIS Zoological Information Management System (ZIMS) Application 
will be featured, with hands-on training to learn about the capacity of ZIMS for use as a 
complete information management system.  In addition to maintaining animal records, ZIMS 
helps institutions manage their staff, track permit applications and expiration dates, and defines 
their enclosures and life support.   The Institutional Records Keeping (IRK) course will offer 
students training that will integrate best practices for accurate data entry with technical 
instruction in using the ZIMS Application. 
 
The Institutional Records Keeping course provides a standard for records gathering and 
recording at the institutional level, thereby facilitating efficient and effective sharing of 
information in support of animal management, conservation, research and education. The course  
is designed with the diverse background and responsibilities of prospective students in mind, 
with exercises designed to reinforce the basics in the science of records keeping, as well as to 
provide the skills required of today’s and future records managers as software development 
demands greater and greater technical expertise. 
 
Format of the course includes lectures, demonstrations of ISIS records keeping web-based 
system, exercises requiring hands-on use of computer programs, and group participation to 
complete required assignments. Internet access will be available at each workstation for 
instruction in the use of the ISIS website and the ZIMS Application as well as other related web 
links.   
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Learning Objectives and Expected Student Learning Outcomes 
 
By the end of this course, students should 

1. Enhance their working knowledge of the use of International Species Information System 
tools to record, analyze, and disseminate animal information collected at the institutions; 

2. Understand how data in the ISIS database can be used to manage captive populations; 
3. Strengthen their abilities to create, collect, process, analyze, disseminate, use, and 

manage data for population and animal management. 
4. Understand the global impact of their institutional data 
5. Understand how institutional organization and management impacts animal data and 

management 
 
 
Textbooks and Course Materials 
 
Course Manual: Each student will receive the course manual which includes monographs and 

exercises written by instructors.   
 
Earnhardt, J.M., S.D. Thompson, and G. Turner-Erfort. 1998. Standards for Data Entry and 

Maintenance of North American Zoo and Aquarium Animal Records Databases©. 
Chicago, Illinois: Lincoln Park Zoo. (provided by AZA institutions or from the AZA 
website) 

 
Miller, J. and J. Block. 1992. Animal Records-Keeping Manual. Zoo Registrars Association. 
 
Other Resources 
 
Using the Internet, students will visit relevant websites such as: ISIS, AZA, IUCN, government 

sites (USFWS, CDC, USDA, NMFS), Zoological Registrar Association, etc. 
 
For information on ISIS and ZIMS, go to the portal site for ZIMS:  icp.portal.isis.org/zims 
Project goals and objectives 
Team ZIMS 
Data standards subject matter experts 
Building ZIMS, the next generation of ISIS software 
 
Association for Records Managers and Administrators (ARMA) web site: www.arma.org 
 
Recommended readings include:  
 

Cohn, J.P. 2006. New at the Zoo: ZIMS. BioScience 56 (7): 564-566 
 
Earnhardt, J., S.D. Thompson, and K. Willis. 1995. ISIS database: An evaluation of 

records essential for captive management. Zoo Biology, 14:493-508. 
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Wiese R.J. and K. Willis. 1996. Genetic, demographic, and biological considerations in 
making Species Survival Plan breeding recommendations. Animal Keepers’ Forum, 
23(2):82-86. 

 
Shoemaker, A.H., K.L. Vehrs, R. Howarth, and W. Fontana. 1994. AZA (Association of 

Zoos and Aquariums) Manual of Federal Wildlife Regulations. Bethesda, Maryland: 
American Zoo and Aquarium Association, 2 volumes: v. 1. Protected species and v. 
2. Laws and regulations.  

 
Assignments and Grading Policies  
 
Performance in this course is assessed through in class discussions, participation in group 
activities, and completion of exercises designed to demonstrate mastery of the concepts and 
processes developed in the course. Students will be required to correct exercises where the main 
concepts were not understood.   Daily exercises are given to provide the student with an 
opportunity to problem solve using the computer based skills and course concepts. This 
formative assessment is conducted frequently to ensure quality and progress.     
 
A journal is an important part of the course and should include two writing components: 

1. Front-line component –notes containing the key points for each session.   
2. Reflective component – at the end of each day the student will be asked to use critical 

thinking skills to record thoughts on the importance of the materials covered on that day. 
 
In addition, there will be a project component that the students will complete on Blackboard after 
the in-class portion of the class has concluded.  The grades from this component will be factored 
in with the Journaling Components. 
 
 
Grades are based on the following four components of the course: 

Course participation and discussion:       15% 
Daily exercises (in pairs and in groups)   30% 
Journaling components        30% 
Written exam          25% 

 
 
Course Participation and Discussion:   

During the on site component of the course, students are expected to be well-prepared to 
participate in active discussion. 

 
Daily Exercises (in pairs and in groups) 

Specific exercises have been developed to help you understand the records keeping 
process.  Successful completion of these exercises is an important component of the 
course and will help prepare you for the final written examination. (Administered on site) 
 

Journaling components:  Recording daily activities and reflecting on them later is an important 
tool for self assessing your progress in the course.   Directions for the daily journaling 
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will be provided in class.   There will be a component of the course conducted after the 
on site component, consisting of reflective questions provided by the instructors on a 
variety of subject areas covered during the week of instruction at Wheeling.   Students 
will be required to access references to assist in answering the directed questions.   The 
students will use GMU online system to complete this portion of the course. 

 
Written Exam:   Upon completion of the course, you will complete a written response to 

questions covering key course concepts and application.   The questions are practical in 
nature and will reinforce your knowledge of record keeping practices. 

 
Learning Community Principles 
 
A Learning Community is an active learning environment that combines lecture, short group 
activities, individual career planning and group dialog with subject matter experts. Students who 
represent various disciplines within their own organization work together in teams, and the 
networking experience is intentionally fostered, since the students will continue to work across 
institutional lines throughout their careers. 
 
A combination of topics is taught, bringing individual class subjects together into one integrated 
course.  Many of the classes are team taught, in order to provide multidisciplinary perspectives.  
Several of the subjects involve team-based activities for problem solving in order to ensure 
understanding of the topic and its processes. Class sessions involve opportunity for students to 
share with one another and the instructor solutions developed by or challenges facing their home 
institution. Leadership, consensus building, cross-disciplinary appreciation, problem solving 
skills and negotiation skills are emphasized. 
 

Topic Outline 
 
 
Topic 101: Introduction: Records and Data    Schwartz 
History and evolution of record-keeping 
Importance of accurate record-keeping  
Introduction to records-keeping best practices 
 
Topic 102: ZIMS – Getting Started      ISIS 
Introduction to ZIMS program – hosting and security information 
Setting up your Institutional and Individual Preferences 

Topic 103: Accessions, Births; Disposition-Deaths    Favata 
Principles of birth and pre-birth accessions, death dispositions 
Data entry for birth accessions and death disposition 
Use of Pedigree Explorer 
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Topic 104:  Transactions               Miller 
Principles of accessions and dispositions 
Differences of transactions with ZIMS versus non-ZIMS users 
Data entry for all acquisitions besides births 
Data entry for all dispositions besides deaths 
 
Topic 105: Sex and Contraception      Miller 
Defining Sex Types and how to record 
Defining Contraception Types and how to record them 
 
Topic 106: Notes and Observations      Miller 
Purpose of Notes and Observations 
Defining the difference between recording a Note or an Observation 
 
Topic 107: Enclosure Organization      Miller 
Developing the Enclosure Tree 
Adding plants, furniture, substrates and planned taxa 
Recording Enclosure dimensions 
 
Topic 108: Animal Identifiers      McDuffie 
Recording Identifiers 
Creating and managing the Transponder Inventory 
 
Topic 109: Animal Measurements      McDuffie 
Recording animal weights 
Recording animal lengths 
 
Topic 110: Communication       Schwartz 
Basic communication skills 
Understanding behavior to facilitate communication 
Communication with animal care staff  
Data flow and data quality 
Social networking in the zoological world. 
 
Topic 111: ISIS Community Portal and ZIMS    ISIS 
Single sign-on accounts 
My Sites – social networking for zoos, aquariums and conservation community 
IRK portal site 
 
Topic 112: Estimating Dates      Miller 
When to use estimated dates 
How to select appropriate type of estimated date 
 
Topic 113: Feeding Log       Miller 
Difference between animal and enclosure Feeding Log 
Tracking diet consumption 
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Topic 114: Groups        Favata 
Individual versus Group or Colony 
Methods of tracking Groups 
Recording a Group Census 
Merging and splitting groups 
 
Topic 115: Permits        McDuffie 
Government agencies requiring permits 
Permitting procedures 
Tracking your permits 
 
Topic 116: Collection Trips       Miller 
Recording a Collection Trip 
Accessioning animals from a collection trip 
 
Topic 117: Taxonomy       Favata 
Taxonomic driven data standards 
Taxonomic characteristics, hazards, reproductive information and genetic traits 
Recording hybrids 
 
Topic 118: Systematics and Taxonomy     Willis 
Relevance to population management 
Importance of identification of species/subspecies and accurate data entry 
 
Topic 119: Enclosure and Life Support Management   Miller 
Creating Life Supports 
Creating and managing the Component Inventory 
Attaching components to Life Support 
Attaching life support to enclosures 
 
Topic 120: Population Management, Genetics and Demography Schad 
Importance, terms and theory, impact of data 
Types of analyses and reports 
Impact of ZIMS on SSPs, PMPs and studbooks  
 
Topic 121: Activity Report       Favata 
Use of Activity Report 
Creating a template for the Activity Report 
 
Topic 122: Training and Event Log     Schwartz 
Tracking the status of a specific behavior 
Use of the Training Event Log to record the training for a specific behavior 
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Topic 123: Animal Alerts       Schwartz 
Use of and data entry into Animal Alerts 
 
Topic 124: Historical Records      Miller 
Importance and uses of historical data 
Identify sources of historical records 
Recommended guidelines for entering historical data 
 
Topic 125: Records Management      Favata 
Definitions and principles 
Development of a records management program 
Systems for data recovery 
Access to records by public and the media  
 
Topic 126: Reports        Schwartz 
Use of the various reports available in ZIMS 
 
Topic 127: Organization of My Institution     McDuffie 
Creating and assigning ZIMS Roles   
Creating ZIMS Users 
Organizing your staff in the ZIMS environment 
Adding local institutions 
 
Topic 128: Data Quality       Schwartz 
Impact of migrated data 
Interzoo data checks 
Tools available in ZIMS 

Topic 129:  ZIMS Tools       ISIS 
Multiple Batch Transactions 
Species Holdings 
 
 
    
Student Support 
 
Students have access to the instructors throughout the course. Students may contact the 
instructors at any time to discuss any issues that arise during the course. 
 
Students may also consult the resources of GMU such as the NCC’s Homepage 
(www.ncc.gmu.edu), the Writing Center (writingcenter.gmu.edu), and On-line Writing Guide 
(classweb.gmu.edu/nccwg). Online library research help is available through the GMU Library 
webpage (library.gmu.edu). 
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Honor Code 
 
Statement on the Honor Code and Academic Integrity 
The integrity of the University community is affected by the individual choices made by each of 
us. This is especially true in New Century College. GMU has an Honor Code with clear 
guidelines regarding academic integrity. Three fundamental and rather simple principles to 
follow at all times are that: (1) all work submitted be your own; (2) when using the work or ideas 
of others, including fellow students, give full credit through accurate citations; and (3) if you are 
uncertain about the ground rules on a particular assignment, ask for clarification. No grade is 
important enough to justify academic misconduct. If you feel unusual pressure or anxiety about 
your grade in this or any other course, please talk with us or to a trusted friend or counselor to 
get your situation in perspective. The course instructors will provides a range of service to help 
with test anxiety, writing skills, study skills, and other related concerns. 
 
Some projects are designed to be undertaken individually. For these projects, you may discuss 
your ideas with others or ask for feedback; however, it is not appropriate to give your paper to 
someone else to revise. You are responsible for making certain that there is no question that the 
work you hand in is your own. If only your name appears on an assignment, your professor has 
the right to expect that you have done the work yourself, fully and independently. 
 
Using someone else’s words or ideas without giving them credit is plagiarism, a very serious 
offense. It is very important to understand how to prevent committing plagiarism when using 
material from a source. If you wish to quote verbatim, you must use the exact words (including 
punctuation) just as it appears in the original and you must use quotation marks and page 
number(s) in your citation. If you want to paraphrase ideas from a source, that is, convey the 
author’s ideas in your own words—you must still cite the source, using MLA or APA format. 
 
The re-use of papers, presentations, etc., from one course in another course is not appropriate. 
However, extension of a previous project to include more material (e.g., use a studbook from 
Population Management I to create a management plan) is appropriate.  In every NCC course, 
faculty expects that work that is submitted has been done only for that class. An exception is 
made for materials to be used for management of your species upon return to your home 
institution. 
 


