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Learning Goals & Objectives 
1. To produce a zoo or aquarium professional who can gather raw data from all appropriate 
sources and from it produce a good, documented studbook, and at the same time become an 
expert on the biology and history of the captive population and species. 
 
At the end of this course, students will be able to 

• Collect, process and enter data into the studbook computer software program SPARKS so 
that the data can be used to manage a captive population. 

• Understand why data are entered in a specific way, allowing students to handle both 
changing software as well as unique data entry situations in such a way that their data 
input practices do not violate assumptions required for analysis and interpretation of the 
data.  

• Have a basic understanding of a number of scientific disciplines including genetics, 
taxonomy, demographics, and animal life history.   

• Summarize the data in the studbook database and calculate basic life history parameters. 
 
Grading Requirements 
Student teams of two students each do all graded work.  Both members of the team will receive 
the same grade unless team members are taking different levels of the course (i.e., one for 



undergraduate credit and one for graduate credit).  Daily assignments constitute one third of the 
student’s grade.  There are eight assignments that range from creation of small studbook 
databases to worksheets. The second third of the grade is based on the GSMS project.  The 
GSMS project involves creation of a studbook database from raw data from many sources and 
takes approximately 12 hours to complete.  The final third of the grade is based on a studbook 
evaluation they conduct after the class that is due within one month of class completion.  
Students are given a studbook database with the assignment to document, and when possible 
correct, data entry errors.  Grades are based on the following scale: 
A – 90-100% 
B – 80-89% 
C – 70-79% 
D – 60-69% 
Fail < 60% 
There is no extra credit.  Late assignments will only be accepted due to medical illness that 
prevents completion during the normal course week.  Students taking the course for Graduate 
credit must turn in all assignments.   
 
Schedule of Topics & Assignments 
Uses of Studbook Data 
History, Role, Scope & Definition of Studbooks 
Introduction to SPARKS - Menus, File Structure, etc. 
Genetics 
SPARKS IA: Basic Data Entry 
SPARKS IB: Basic Data Entry 
SPARKS II: Data Cleanup & Validation 
Data Validation Exercise 
Taxonomy 
SPARKS UDF and Taxonomy Exercise 
SPARKS III: Entry of Incomplete Data - dates, parentage 
SPARKS IV: Between Institution Transfers 
GSMS Launch 
Demography 
SPARKS IV:  Views, Reports 
Views & Reports Worksheet 
Communication & Communication Exercise 
GSMS Exercise 
SPARK-plug as part of Data Validation & Cleanup 
Spark-plug Exercise 
Building and Publishing a Studbook 
Obtaining Basic Life History Information from a Studbook 
Is a Studbook a Management Tool? 
What is a PMP? 
History of Animal Acquisition 
 



Required and Recommended Reading 
The primary text used is Guidelines for Data Entry and Maintenance of North American 
Regional Studbooks. It is included in the Course Manual, which also includes lecture notes 
as provided by instructors. 
 
Prerequisites 
Participants must be staff members at a zoo or aquarium, full-time students in the George Mason 
University Zoo & Aquarium Leadership Program, or have permission of the instructor of record.  
Students must be familiar with computers, but no proficiency with specific software packages is 
required.  
 
Disability Statement 
If you are a student with a disability and you need academic accommodations, please notify 
AZA’s Professional Development Program Manager and contact the Office of Disability 
Resources at 703-993-2474.  All academic accommodations must be arranged through that 
office.  Please note that this course is offered at Oglebay Resort in Wheeling, WV, away from 
the GMU campus.  Therefore, students will not have access to campus support services.  
Students requiring any assistance should speak with their course instructors who will work with 
AZA staff to accommodate requests. 
 
Honor Code  
George Mason University has an Honor Code, which requires all members of this community to 
maintain the highest standards of academic honesty and integrity. Cheating, plagiarism, lying, 
and stealing are all prohibited. All violations of the Honor Code will be reported to the Honor 
Committee.  See honorcode.gmu.edu for more detailed information. 
 
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. 
As in most learning communities and in many other classes, your final integrated group project 
in this unit is designed to be completed by a study group. With collaborative work, names of all 
the participants should appear on the work. Over the course of this week you may find that it is 
necessary for different group members to take the lead on various assignments leading up to the 
integrated final group project. However, the faculty expect that all group members seeking credit 
will contribute equally and that the pieces will be conceptually integrated in the final end 
product.  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 expect 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. 
 
 
Enrollment Statement 
Students are responsible for verifying their enrollment in this class. Schedule adjustments should 
be made by the deadlines published in the Schedule of Classes. (Deadlines each semester are 
published in the Schedule of Classes available from the Registrar's Website registrar.gmu.edu.)  
Note that AZA-managed courses do not always follow the same calendar; in particular, the last 
day to add a class is three weeks prior to the first day of class.  
 
After the last day to drop a class, withdrawing from this class requires the approval of the dean 
and is only allowed for nonacademic reasons.  Undergraduate students may choose to exercise a 
selective withdrawal. See the Schedule of Classes for selective withdrawal procedures. 
 
Student Learning Assessment 
Students are assessed based on daily exercises that are handed in, graded, returned, and then 
discussed in class.  In this way any student who does not seem to be keeping up can receive 
individual coaching.  Students are also required to complete a large project that is done in pairs.  
The project is handed in at the end of the second to last day of class, graded that evening, and 
returned to students on the final day of class for a lengthy discussion.   Students are also assessed 
throughout the course by the instructors who mentor the students and assist with their evening 
work. 
 
In addition, students complete a formal course evaluation form, in which students provide 
quantitative and qualitative feedback. 
 
AZA Schools Code of Conduct 
Professional Development Committee (PDC) members shall make reasonable efforts to 
disseminate and enforce the following Codes of Conduct, which apply to PDC members, 
instructors, students, and AZA staff.  AZA staff, course administrator(s), and PDC members 
present at the training course shall review cases of infractions and initiate disciplinary action, 
which may include dismissal from the course. Individuals subject to disciplinary action have the 
right to written appeal to the PDC and AZA. 
 
The following types of conduct are prohibited at AZA Professional Training courses and may 
lead to disciplinary action, up to and including removal or expulsion.  This list is not all-
inclusive; these are merely examples:  

• Reporting to classrooms under the influence of alcoholic beverage and/or illegal drugs or 
the use, sale, dispensing, or possession of alcoholic beverages and/or illegal drugs during 
classroom sessions 

• Engaging in conduct which is racially, ethnically, or sexually offensive, or which 
constitutes sexual harassment 

• Failure to treat others with courtesy and respect 
• The use of profanity or abusive language 



• The possession of firearms or other weapons on the premises 
• Using violence, threats, intimidation, coercion, or interference 
• Theft, destruction, defacement, or misuse of the premise’s property or of any individual’s 

property at the course or on the premises 
• Immoral, indecent, or unlawful conduct 
• Cheating or aiding in cheating effort 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 


