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The following is taken from the Society for Preservation of Natural History Collections website:

Guidelines for the Care of Natural History Collections

A. Inherent value of specimens: Specimens in natural history collections are preserved to document presence in given localities at a given time, to validate past research, and to be available for research and other educational purposes. Specimens are collected as a sample of a region's natural and cultural environment (past and present), then are often prepared in some fashion so as to make them useful for research, exhibition, or educational purposes. Subsequent preparation, sampling, or destructive analysis may be necessary to fulfill the goals of research or legitimate educational uses. Research enhances the value of specimens.

B. Balance between use and preservation: Associated with the responsibility of ongoing research and educational use is the obligation of the institution to maximize the value of each specimen for future use. This applies not only to the data associated with each specimen, but also to the physical and chemical integrity of the specimen. 

C. Caring for collections of specimens: Most natural history collections contain thousands, if not hundreds of thousands, of individual pieces that require care. An individual specimen may contain hundreds of related pieces. Thus guidelines for collection management and care must take into consideration the reality of large quantities of specimens and numerous pieces per specimen.

D. Inherent value of documentation and archival records: Evidence of the identification, condition, history, or scientific value of a specimen, artifact, or collection when recorded in a permanent manner enhances the value of the specimen. These records may actually have to substitute for the specimen or artifact should the specimens themselves deteriorate or be destroyed.

Vertebrate collection terminology
Osteichthyes, Chondrichthyes, Amphibia, Reptilia, Aves, Mammalia
Ichthyology, Herpetology, Ornithology, Mammalogy
Curator, Collection Manager, Collector
Catalog, Specimen tag, Type specimen, Catalog 
Fluid/alcoholic specimen, skeletal (cranial, post-cranial), study skin, mount, taxidermy

Functions of Vertebrate Collections:

Research 

Education

From the NPS Museum Handbook Part 1
What kinds of specimens and preparations will I find in vertebrate collections?

• frozen whole specimens – incoming material awaiting processing

• study skins – untanned skins filled with fibrous materials to approximate

the shape of an animal; may contain some skeletal material

• flat skins – tanned or untanned

• taxidermy specimens

− mounted skins – tanned or untanned skins on mannequins, positioned in life-like pose

− trophy heads 
– mounted tanned or untanned skins, sometimes with horns or antlers

• spread wings of birds – dried, untanned, with bones in wings

• naturally mummified specimens

• freeze-dried specimens – complete specimens, or gutted specimens with some fibrous fillings

• fluid-preserved specimens – whole or partial specimens including

embryos, larval fish, and some eggs; cleared and stained specimens (specimens that have been chemically prepared to be transparent

• skulls

• post-cranial skeletons – articulated, partially articulated, and artificially articulated

• whole skeletons

• dissected parts preserved dry

− bacula (the penis bone)

− sectioned teeth

− otoliths (a layered calcium concretion found in the inner ear)

− hyoids (a bone or a structure formed from cartilage located at the

base of the tongue)

− scutes (plates or shells from armadillos, turtles, tortoises)

• scats (dried fecal material)

• regurgitated pellets

• casts and molds 

− teeth

− skulls

− marine mammals

− fish

− some reptiles and amphibians

− animal tracks

• whole eggshells and fragments – bird, mammal, or reptile

• nests – bird, mammal, or reptile

• feathers

• various microscopy preparations

− SEM mounting stubs

− tissue sections

− parasites – both internal and external

• tissues for DNA/RNA extraction

• DNA/RNA, nucleic and amino acids, and other materials extracted from

tissues

• feather art (objects crafted from feathers, where the feathers are of

interest to scientists)

• animal skin rugs or other objects where the skins are of interest to scientists

