
Report on the Training course “Tropical Plant Family 
Identification” financed par Darwin Initiative. 
 

Introduction 
Output 1 of the DARCC044 project “Improving capacity for plant biodiversity planning in Guinea” 
is to increase national capacity of researchers and local authorities in plant identification, 
surveying, red listing and enhance the data available for future national red listing. Under this 
output and output 3 we committed to developing a French language course and training them in 
plant identification skills by March 2026. This report details the preparation and delivery of the 
2024 Tropical Plant Family Identification course in Guinea under this project. Additional funding 
for staff travel costs is provided by another philanthropic grant. 

Prior to starting the project, we obtained agreement in principle to use the lectures from Kew’s 
Tropical Plant Identification course as a basis for the French version we planned to develop for 
Guinea. The Kew course is given over two weeks and covers 70 families and is a paid for course. 
To make this course accessible in Guinea, the course has been reduced to 6-days and is free to 
attend with travel costs paid. Therefore, the course will only cover the most relevant families for 
Guinea. To make it competitive, the course was advertised. 

In early May the project coordinator and MBG partner decided on which families should be taught 
on the course, and therefore which lectures we needed from the Kew course. We were 
subsequently granted access to the course material in June and began translating it.  

For this first course we planned to include many of our partner organisations to reinforce their 
capacity, but also wanted to offer some places to other recent graduates or people currently 
working in botany/ plant research in the private sector.  

Course locations and selection of candidates 
The course advert was launched on 10th August on the Herbier National de Guinee (HNG) website 
(www.herbierguinee.org), LinkedIn and the HNG Twitter page. Candidates had one month to apply 
via an online Google form. In total 140 candidates applied for the 40 places available on the 
course. The form specifically asked questions about their motivation and how they intended to 
use the skills obtained from the course. We used these two questions to triage the candidates to 
arrive at a short list.  

There was a choice of location for the course, Conakry (Guinée Maritime) or Sérédou (Guinée 
Forestière), giving people the opportunity to travel to their nearest location. The split for the 
locations was quite even, with half of the candidates choosing either location. The first course 
was scheduled for 7-12 October 2024 in Conakry at University Gamal Abdel Nasser (UGAN), and 
the second for 21-26 October 2024 at Centre de Recherche Regional Agricole de Sérédou 
(CRRAS). These sites were chosen for their access to herbarium specimens for teaching 
purposes. Herbier National de Guinée is housed at UGAN and Sérédou Herbarium at CRRAS. 
Herbarium specimens are essential to the teaching of this course as the participants need to be 
able to see the key characters that we are showing in the presentations. Relying solely on fresh 
material would mean that it would not be possible to have all families represented due to the 
difference in climate and vegetation types in the course locations. Therefore, partnership with the 
different herbaria for the delivery of the course was essential. 

We wanted to ensure that there was reasonable gender balance between the members of the 
course. We achieved this for the Conakry course (9/20 female candidates), but not quite for the 

http://www.herbierguinee.org/


Sérédou course (4/20 female candidates). Sérédou is much harder to get this balance since 
many of the people applying for the course, work for Centre de Recherche Regional Agricole de 
Sérédou (CRRAS) or Centre Forestier N’Zerekore (CFZ) which are male dominated institutions.  

Since we had many applicants, we were strict that participants must be able to be present for the 
entire course (6 days). If they could not be, they would have to relinquish their place.  

The course content 
The course consists of introductory lectures on herbaria and their importance, plant classification 
and plant morphology. This part is to ensure that all the participants are starting from the same 
level. Then there are short lectures and practical sessions for each of the families studied during 
the week. A total of 33 families were taught over 5 days, the 6th day being a time to study and 
check details with the teachers before the individual open book exam (see timetable in annex). 

Participants worked in groups to check and identify the characters with known herbarium 
specimens from each family after each lecture. In addition, three general sorting sessions in 
which unmounted specimens with labels obscured were used to test their ability to identify the 
plants to family level.  

Accompanying the course is a 48-page course manual which has some basics of plant 
morphology and details the important characters for each family in the course. This manual is not 
supposed to be a textbook with everything. It is to encourage them to make notes relevant to how 
they learn best.  

The teachers 
In Conakry the course was taught principally by Charlotte Couch (RBG Kew) and Ehoarn Bidault 
(MBG) who did the majority of the preparation of the course, with assistance from Ana Rita 
Simões (RBG Kew) from the Wednesday. This third person made a lot of difference to the 
dynamism of the team and teaching capacity. 

In Sérédou, the team change slightly. Xander van der Burgt (RBG Kew) substituted for Ana Rita 
Simões, and we had Moussa Diabate of the Sérédou Herbarium staff join the teaching team. This 
was a better ratio for teaching as it enabled more direct teaching contact with the participants. IT 
was also good for the participants to be taught by a local botanist who could bring his own 
experiences to the course and inspire the next generation. 

Exam and marking 
The exam in Conakry consisted of 20 
herbarium specimens (labels obscured) 
which they had to identify to family in 90 
minutes. In Seredou we reduced this to 
15, since it was clear from Conakry that 
20 specimens were too many for the time 
given. During each exam, they were also 
required to write three characters which 
enabled them to arrive at their decision, so 
that they could be awarded points if they 
got the characters correct, but the family 
name wrong. When choosing which 
families to have in the test, the trainers 
made choices across a scale of the 
difficulty, i.e. 5 easy specimens, 5 medium 
specimens, 5 difficult and 5 very tricky 
(this was modified for Seredou with fewer very tricky and difficult specimens).  

FIGURE 1 PRESENTATION OF CERTIFICATE BY JOHN MARSHALL 



Marks were awarded for the correct family and half marks if the family was wrong, but the 
characters observed were correct. When marking, we also noted which specimens caused the 
most confusion or which families most people got correct. We also went through the answers 
with all the participants so that they could understand where they went wrong. This will help us to 
see what areas need improving for the next course. As motivation, the top 3 highest scorers were 
awarded a prize  

1st: A hand lens and the Kew Tropical Plant ID book  
2nd: the Kew Tropical Plant ID book 
3rd: the Kew Plant Glossary. 

In Conakry, the prizes were given by the UK Ambassador in Guinea, John Marshall and in 
Sérédou, they were given by visiting botanist Prof Neuba from Ivory Coast.  

In addition to the exam, we asked them to do a self-assessment at the start of the course and at 
the end of the course (see annex 2). They were asked to score their current knowledge of plant 
identification on a scale of 1 to 10. Most people were quite modest with their answers, but we 
noticed throughout the week that everyone was improving. On average there was a perceived 
improvement of 35% in Conakry and 32% in Sérédou. The highest and lowest percentage 
perceived improvement was 70% and 10% in Conakry and 60% and 10% in Sérédou.  

 Feedback 
Following the exam, the participants were given a feedback form so that we can see where we 
need to improve the course for next year. The form was generated using Google Forms, but 
printed for the participants to fill in since internet connection is not reliable and we wanted 
everyone to be able to give their opinion. We transcribed the responses into the application after 
the end of the course.  

The questions asked : 

On a scale of 1 to 5 (1 being not interesting and 5 being very interesting): 

1. How well did the course meet your needs? 
2. How interesting was this course for you? 

On a scale of 1 to 5 (1 being easy and 5 being very difficult): 
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3. How did you find the level of the course? 

On a scale of 1 to 5 (1 being not good and 5 being excellent): 

4. Was the amount of content covered in the course appropriate? 

These provided us with an idea about whether the course was hitting the right mark in terms of 
content and level.  

For example, the results for question 1: How well did the course meet your needs? Shows that 
the more than 90% of participants felt it met their needs (fig 1).  

 

FIGURE 3: RESPONSES TO QUESTION 1 

The majority of participants found the course very interesting (97.6% scoring 5/5). For question 
3, it looks like the course is relatively difficult for most participants, though this is to be expected 
since this is the first time such a course has been run in Guinea to our knowledge.  

 

FIGURE 4: RESPONSES TO QUESTION 3. 

The responses to question 4 were similar to question 1 in proportions with more than 90% of 
people saying that the amount of content covered was appropriate. However, in the more 
detailed feedback question around improvements for the future, many participants expressed 
the need for the course to be extended in length, include more families and include field visits. 



Though this latter is not part of the syllabus for this course and would be too costly, we will 
endeavour to include more fresh plant material in the next course. 

There were five questions around the quality of the content (most interesting/ least useful), 
quality of the materials provided, comments for the trainers and what could be improved for the 
next time.  

Mostly the feedback was positive around the trainers, though some comments on speaking to 
quietly or too quickly. They felt that the trainers were motivated and enthusiastic which helped 
them in turn be motivated.  

The majority of the literature for this course is in English e.g. The tropical plant identification 
handbook, so having a French botanical glossary for people to consult would be helpful. There 
was also a request to include more on identification using keys, but this is perhaps more suitable 
for a different training course.  

There were some comments on the course manual and the level of detail. Some would like to 
have everything from the lectures in the manual or access to the lectures after the course. It was 
made clear at the start of the course that they would not have access to the lectures, this is to 
encourage them to make notes and engage with the course.  

Conclusion 
Considering the short timeframe when putting together this course, we are pleased with the 
outcome. The Kew Topical Plant ID course has been running for c.20 years and therefore we had 
a good base to build on. We are not specialists in any of the families, therefore some of the 
lectures need to be clearer and the lectures as a whole need to be standardised in format. We 
will improve the course manual for the next session, following feedback from the course and 
include more diagrams, especially around morphology.  

It was also evident that this course cannot be given just by two people as it is far too intense. 
Three people minimum is recommended, four people in Sérédou was ideal. The next training 
session should have members of the previous cohort teaching some families, so this should help 
spread the teaching load. 

  



Annex 1. Photos from the course 

  

FIGURE 8 CHARLOTTE COUCH EXPLAINING CHARACTERS TO 
PARTICIPANTS 

FIGURE 7 MOUSSA DIABATE GIVING A LECTURE ON CYPERACEAE 

FIGURE 9 XANDER VAN DER BURGT TALKING ABOUT LEGUMES 

FIGURE 5 EHOARN BIDAULT LECTURING ON ASTERACEAE 

FIGURE 6 ANA RITA SIMOES DISCUSSING FAMILY CHARACTERS WITH PARTICIPANTS 



Annex 2: Course programme 
 

  



  

Identification des Familles de Plantes Tropicales 2024 
 Lundi  Mardi Mercredi Jeudi Vendredi Samedi 

9:00 – 09:45 
INTRODUCTION AU 
COURS 
QU'EST-CE QU'UN 
HERBIER ? 

SAPINDALES 1 
ANACARDIACEAE 
RUTACEAE 
MELIACEAE 
 

INTRODUCTION AUX 
MONOCOTS 
ASPARGACEAE 
IRIDACEAE 
AMARYLLIDACEAE 
 

LEGUMINOSAE 1 
 
 

MYRTALES: 
MELASTOMATACEAE 
MYRTACEAE 
COMBRETACEAE 
 

TEMPS D'ÉTUDE À 
L’HERBIER 

09:45 –11:00 
 
MORPHOLOGIE 
VÉGÉTALE 

Pause cafe 

11:30 – 13:00 
 
MORPHOLOGIE 
VÉGÉTALE   

SAPINDALES 2 
BURSERACEAE 
SAPINDACEAE 
 
 

 
POACEAE/ 
CYPERACEAE 
 LEGUMINOSAE 2 

 
COMPOSITAE 
 

TEMPS D'ÉTUDE À 
L’HERBIER 

ORCHIDACEAE  

Pause Dejeuner 

14:00 – 15:30 

MAGNOLIIDS: 
ANNONACEAE  

MALVACEAE S.L 

CLIMBERS 1: 
DIOSCOREACEAE 
SMILACACEAE 
 

 
TRI GÉNÉRAL 
 
 

LAMIALES 1: 
ACANTHACEAE 
LAMIACEAE 
VERBENACEAE 
 

EXAMEN ET 
ÉVALUATION 

ERICALES 
EBENACEAE 
SAPOTACEAE 

TRI DES MONOCOTS 
 

Pause après-midi 

16:00 – 17:30 

 
MALPIGHIALES:  
CLUSIACEAE 
EUPHORBIACEAE 
PHYLLANTHACEAE 
 
 

TRI GÉNÉRAL 

CLIMBERS 2: 
CUCURBITACEAE 
CONVOLVULACEAE 
MENISPERMACEAE 
VITACEAE 
PASSIFLORACEAE 

 
GENTIANALES: 
RUBIACEAE 
APOCYNACEAE 
 
 

TRI GÉNÉRAL 
RÉSUMÉ ET 
CLÔTURE DE 
L'ATELIER 



Annex 3 : Self-assessment  
Conakry 
 



Sérédou  

  



Annex 4 : Course participants 
Participant register Sérédou 



Participant register Conakry 
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