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	January 10, 2003 

To the members of CSU / SEIR / EAR Committee: 

Thank you for the time and careful attention you gave in reviewing the Alexander Street Press databases in your December assessment. 

Please allow me to reply to some of the points in your assessment. 

INFORMATION DATABASE: 

It was mentioned by one reviewer that the materials are based on established bibliographies. While this is true, especially of the earlier databases, much of the content is drawn from materials that are not in bibliographies. In fact, users will find a great deal of material that is not otherwise in anyone's awareness, because it is previously unpublished, ephemeral, fugitive, privately owned, not cataloged, not in libraries, and in some cases never even seen by anyone before. For example, about 25% of the plays in Black Drama are items that the playwrights have kept private until now, and in some cases they are literally pulling them out of their typewriters for us. The same holds for Asian American Drama. For Black Thought and Culture, we are retrieving documents that have been published only in the technical sense, but which are not available to users in the real sense. We have someone scouring old court records, for example, to uncover the Ali trial transcripts. We're working closely with the Robeson estate to identify materials by Paul Robeson that were published once, but not available now. For American Film Scripts Online, there is no bibliography. Instead, we're working with studios, directors, writers, along with academic advisors, to select the cross-section of works that will please scholars of film history and popular culture alike, and which will also allow the database to be used for the study of ethnic and race issues, history, and so forth. For the letters and diaries collections, we are including private collections and materials drawn from special collections. 

Regarding the issue of whether the databases appeal to the undergraduate or graduate level, customers tell us that the databases are being used at both levels. We've designed them to serve both purposes. An undergraduate can sit down and begin searching without training. Often people search for materials written by authors from their family or from their town or state. Or they will search the Table of Contents - Personal Event to read, for example, accounts by other people who have experienced divorce, or discrimination, or death of a parent. Our user guides, which will appeal both to students and faculty, give search examples that will let the databases be used in various classes. One college is planning to use the American Film Scripts Online in four classes: film history, popular culture, ethnic studies, and writing. Almost all of the databases can be used in history classes. 

The word "prototype" was used by several reviewers in different ways, in one instance together with the concept of database "completeness." For clarification, the only database that you reviewed that is a prototype is American Film Scripts Online. The eight films were there simply to show you how the interface will work, so that Film Scripts was not to be considered an incomplete or insufficient product – it was just a prototype offered to you for interface illustration. American Film Scripts Online will go live for ALA Midwinter as a true first release. (For further clarification, I'm attaching the list of licensed films, and the EAR Committee will be pleased to know that we are moving ahead on agreements with additional Hollywood studios.) The other Alexander Street databases are all "real products" at various stages of content building. We shy away from the idea of "complete" or "incomplete," because we will continue to grow the content over time. We have aggressive timelines for hitting a milestone size – so that, for example, we built North American Women's Letters and Diaries quickly to the targeted 100,000 pages, then grew it further to the current 120,000-page level, and we will continue to add data. Black Drama contained 125 writers and 502 plays at the time of your review (almost halfway to the 1,200-play target), and within a couple of months a third release will bring the play count jump to approximately 800 plays. The list of licensed writers in Black Drama is attached. One reviewer lamented the absence of August Wilson, so you'll be pleased to see that he is part of the project; his plays are being indexed now. The same reviewer questioned the value of Early Encounters in North America: Peoples, Cultures, and the Environment for California libraries because of the current focus on Eastern and Midwestern explores. Again, we assure you that as we add content already identified, you will see the West fall into place. 

Several reviewers pointed out that Scottish Women Poets of the Romantic Period has limited value to your system because it is specialized and has appeal at the graduate level. This is all true. The database is exceptional as a collection of extremely rare material, but of course has value only if the scholars are there to use it. As one reviewer said, the price of the database reflects its smaller size. 

I would also like to point out that by subscribing to The Street, the collection of ten databases – the seven you reviewed and the three that will launch this spring – eligible CSU libraries will get access to all ten databases at about the cost of subscribing to 4. (The Street is offered to libraries with materials budget under $1,500,000, as budget assistance.) This may be the best option for your system. It would answer the question of which campuses would value which collections more or less, and it would give you "free" access, in a sense, to several, putting the all of the data in the hands of the few scholars who may have specialized interest. Although you did not review the three forthcoming collections, I would expect them to be of very high interest to the CSU community. Asian American Drama and North American Immigrant Letters, Diaries, and Oral Histories should have direct appeal to your population, and Black Thought and Culture will address some of the most important issues discussed in today's politics and current events. 

SEARCH INTERFACE: 

Several reviewers noticed that there is no automatic link from the TERMS lists back to the search fields. In other words, the user today must copy a term from the list, then go back to the search screen and paste the term into the search field. Reason: The interface is designed by Alexander Street Press, but the search engine driving the interface is Philologic. We designed the interface to provide the automatic link from the outset, but Philologic in its native form could not provide the link. However, we have worked with our development partners at University of Chicago to add the linking capability to the interface. In a forthcoming release the automatic link will be there. I cannot send you the URL to show you that we have developed the capability, because the development server is private. However, I've printed off the page for you, so that you can see that in fact the feature has already been developed. It is almost ready to introduce to the databases. I'm sending this to you via fax, and we'll attach it in the hard copy of this reply. 

One reviewer noted that the interface has "so many great ways to search that [it] must have been developed with help from scholars." In fact, we do hire scholars as in-house product managers and editors, and our outside scholarly advisors and editors are all librarians, faculty, and other experts. In the long proposal that we sent you, when you look at the pages of individual product descriptions, you will see that the various editorial boards have been carefully selected to produce products of the highest editorial quality and the maximum usefulness to students. 

One reviewer noted that there is no ability to email results. This feature is in development and will be added in a future release. 

Two reviewers failed to get results when copying a search term from the list of available terms. One example (from North American Women's Letters and Diaries) was the author term Aberdeen and Temair, Ishbel Maria Marjoribanks Gordon, marchioness of, 1857- 1939. I copied/pasted the term and did get results. When the reviewer pasted the term, he picked up a space at the end of the term and pasted the space into the search field. Note that all of this will be irrelevant in the forthcoming release, with the automatic link from the terms list back to the search field – the terms selected from the list will automatically appear in the search fields. 

USER SUPPORT SERVICES: 

Reviewers noted our tutorials and praised the context-sensitive help that is liberally built into every area of the database. Users don't need training on our products, and most customers tell us that, in fact, new users just sit down and start searching. However, we will pledge to come to California for a training session for your staff after you've subscribed to the collections. We don't post the toll-free help number on the products, because we are not set up to receive phone calls from students directly, but we do carefully answer every email received, and we are always available for phone calls from librarians. Further, your sales representative stays in close touch with the libraries. Finally, I'm attached two "new users guides." 

COST: 

Our Semantic Indexing and extraordinary content make the databases worth their price, we believe. We hope that all EAR Committee members who are attending ALA in Philadelphia will come to our customer breakfast on Sunday morning (invitation attached), where we will discuss the great lengths we have gone to in order to put together the most extraordinary collections in each subject area. We make our databases available by either one-time purchase of perpetual rights, or by annual subscription, with subscription prices discounted according to library budget. We've offered even further discounts to CSU based on number of subscriptions ordered. I encourage EAR Committee members to look carefully at The Street, available to libraries with materials budgets under $1,500,000, which discounts so much further than all of the aforementioned that the cost becomes less than half the otherwise discounted price. 

ACCESSIBILITY OF SERVICE: 

Reviewers noted good response time, and of course you understand that response time is largely affected by network activity and other factors beyond our control. In our offices, response time is almost instantaneous. We've put a great deal of thought into the technical design, avoiding choices that would require users to wait (for PDFs to load, for example). One reviewer found the occasional broken link. We ask customers simply to send an email, and we can fix the link within minutes. Our customers routinely praise Alexander Street for being extraordinarily responsive. 


***
I want to thank you all again for spending so much time with our collections, and we look forward to talking further about how we can make the databases affordable for all CSU campuses. We look forward to seeing you in Philadelphia this month, or in California. 

Best regards,
Eileen 

Eileen Lawrence
Vice President, Sales and Marketing
lawrence@alexanderstreet.com

	 


