The best questions natural history collections can answer are the ones we haven’t asked yet. As natural history collections are a snapshot in time, the data an extended specimen contains will be preserved when those questions are asked. I believe in collecting and preserving these invaluable specimens until such questions are asked and beyond. While working along the Lower Colorado River Valley, I learned the region has been under studied for invertebrates. I wanted to contribute so I started my own collection of insects/spiders and soon partnered with associates of the California Academy of Sciences. I donated both my fly and spider collections to them, which included potentially undescribed species. Collecting a snapshot of the current day so it can be used to document changes has never been more important. As a trained museum scientist, I understand the care that has been devoted to each specimen in the hope that current and future generations will be able to use it for novel research. This respect has been ingrained in me. While preservation is a good endeavor, it is not the end-all of a natural history collection. For a collection to remain relevant there is always a need for new material and for it to be used. Continued collecting is essential, but it also needs to be readily available and easily accessible by other researchers. 
Collections not only need to continue to be preserved, but to be fully utilized and useful they need to be made available to future researchers. New material needs to be accessioned and the data uploaded as quickly as feasible to be made available for research use. Many unique specimens are languishing in freezers, and I believe these should be made available as quickly as possible. Not just the specimen should be preserved, it is important to take as much data, including habitat, behavioral data, and tying a specimen to any media taken of it while alive. To preserve as much material as possible it is important to take much and many different tissue types, including any parasites found on or in the specimen. As pollution and contaminants continue to build and we have more zoonotic disease spillover events, it becomes increasingly important to continue to have series of specimens so we may trace these events back in time. As we are a global community, specimen data should continue to be uploaded to digital repositories such as VertNet and iDigBio. Specimens should be digitized and made accessible to researchers who may not have the luxury of having a home museum or the ability to travel. Providing access to researchers who may not otherwise be able to access these valuable specimens promotes a diverse global scientific community. 
My current research at Louisiana State University Museum of Natural Science (LSUMNS) relies on museum collections. My dissertation on the role altitudinal migration plays in the diversification of a widespread neotropical songbird, uses stable isotopes from inert specimen tissue and genomic data from preserved tissues. As my study system occurs from northern Mexico to northern Argentina, and it would not be possible as a graduate student to visit the locations of all current subspecies and isolated populations. I started my project during the start of the COVID-19 pandemic, unable to travel, but because of the advent of digital repositories (e.g. VertNet) I was able to receive tissue loans from museums across the world. Knowing what tissues are available, I am better able to target future field collecting in under-sampled areas. By targeting areas these under-sampled areas I will also contribute to future research by contributing new samples. Though the pandemic has limited my ability to collect abroad, I’ve actively contributed to LSU’s local collections. I’ve personally contributed 13 specimens, including tissue samples, to LSU while preparing another 68 bird specimens. I will be participating in a general ornithology collecting expedition to the Cordillera Azul of Peru. Besides contributing to my current research, the region is under-sampled, and has produced new bird species as recently as 2016. I’m also planning trips to Costa Rica and Colombia to collect samples for my thesis.
My experiences with museum research preceded my entering graduate school, as an undergraduate student at the University of California at Santa Cruz I spent two semesters working (and several more volunteering) in the natural history collection. While my main duties were cataloguing and preparing insect specimens for identification by experts, I also learned about general museum curation and bird preparation. I have utilized specimens in my own personal research including a note on the changing status of the Aleutian Cackling Goose (Branta hutchinsii leucopareia) in Arizona. As a graduate student I have continued to expand my curatorial skills including acting as a bird curatorial assistant for two semesters and taking a curatorial methods course. 
The value of natural history collections does not just lie in drawers or on shelves, it is a valuable teaching tool, one which I was lucky to have access to even prior to graduate school. Public exhibits and regular tours allow the public to understand the value and connect with natural history museums. I frequently lead tours of the LSUMNS bird collections to a diverse range of visitors from elementary school classes to the Louisiana Ornithology Society. Across groups the awe people express when they see a colorful Tangara tanager or a tiny Bee Hummingbird, the world’s smallest bird, reinforces how important it is to engage in the public and those who may not have previously realized the importance of a natural history collection.
Well curated, accessible collections and continued collecting are important to future research, both mine and within the scientific community at large. As I grow as a researcher, I will continue to use natural history collections to understand the evolution of the diversification of life. Questions of how populations move and are connected, can best be answered with the help of natural history collections. Natural history collections offer a glimpse into what was while providing important material for research. 
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