Abstract
The Virginia Tech Museum of Natural History (http://www.vtmnh.vt.edu/) seeks to collaborate with the Virginia Tech Digital Library and Archives (http://scholar.lib.vt.edu/) to improve information literacy for universities, museum, libraries, and the public at large through the use of 3D images in online exhibitions that are capable of being readily adapted to different learning levels.  The Birds of A Feather project will partner with Nueweb, Inc. (http://www.nueweb.com/), a private company located in the Virginia Tech Corporate Research Center, to create a replicable model for the digitization, cataloging, and dissemination of museum and library collections on the Internet. As a proof of concept, this project will bring together physically separate, but related collections:  The Bailey-Law Bird Collection (18,000 bird specimens held at VTMNH), and the Bailey-Law Collection Papers (housed at the Virginia Tech Library). The specimen collection represents over 85% of all bird families found in the world.

The complete Bailey-Law collection of books, manuscripts, and specimens was given to Virginia Tech’s Department of Biology in 1964.  In 1982, the Department of Biology transferred the collection to the Library.  The specimens were separated from the rest of the collection and transferred to the Museum of Natural History in 1989.  Taken together, the collections inform contemporary ornithologists and students of natural history about birds in North America in the first half of the 20th Century, documenting the professional activities of two ornithologists, Harold H. Bailey (1878-1962) and John Eugene Law (1877-1931).  Harold Bailey, son of a noted ornithologist who was one of the founders of the American Ornithologists Union, published The Birds of Virginia (Lynchburg: J.P. Bell, 1913) and The Birds of Florida (Baltimore: Privately Printed, 1925), as well as numerous articles on ornithological topics.  Birds of Florida is a rare book with few existing copies.  The collection’s copy has hand-painted watercolor illustrations of birds.  Eugene Law’s work in California included participation in the Cooper Ornithological Club, a curatorship at the California Museum of Vertebrate Zoology (Berkeley), and publication of numerous ornithological papers.  Uncatalogued and with limited access, the collections are widely known but not widely available for ornithological study in North America.

Digitizing the Bailey-Law collection will depict the process of ornithological study from field notes to museum specimen.  Rare research specimens will be available to scholars and birders for the first time.  This will effectively "open the collection drawers" to the world and the collections will be available as a cataloged library, as well as a creative, dynamic, interactive, and multidimensional museum exhibit.  Further, digitizing the specimens and manuscripts will ensure their preservation.  Digitally they will be viewable worldwide, while the specimens and documents themselves can be removed from public handling.

The Birds of a Feather project will build upon established digitizing and cataloging technology to create a virtual research collection that is fully archival, searchable, and interoperable with related information systems.  Where standards for preservation exist, they will be adopted.  Where standards do not yet exist, they will be developed and tested.  The collection will adhere to and comply with existing standards: the Open Archives Initiative, the MARC cataloging record format, Dublin Core, and other relevant standards.   Upon completion, the project team will have: 1) created an adaptable package of hardware and software for capturing the collection objects; 2) assembled a training manual and on-line program guide for educating staff on the process of digitizing, developing a 3D display, capturing metadata, and publishing onto the Internet; 3) created a model system of equipment and training; 4) modified the VT ImageBase system for use with large 3D TIFF files and programmable metadata mapped using MARC records; 5) tested the approach by the digitization and cataloging of the Bailey-Law Ornithology Collection; and 6) undergone Outcome-based Evaluation through system performance monitoring by a beta group of K-12 teachers and college-level students, as well as through online survey instruments such as those available at http://lumiere.lib.vt.edu/surveys/.

To help visualize what this project will be able to achieve, a 3D digitized sample of one bird from the Bailey-Law Collection can be viewed at (http://www.birdsofafeather.net/).  This digitized sample is representative of one of the building block elements that would be developed in this project to make up a complete, replicable system.
