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	The CSU Libraries, Electronic Access to Information Resources Committee (EAR) undertook a two-week "hands-on" study of databases offered by Alexander Street Press, an academic publisher of electronic full-text databases in the humanities and social sciences. The company publishes collections in history, literature, women's studies, sociology, ethnic and diversity studies, popular culture, film studies, the arts and other areas. Alexander Street Press was founded in June, 2000 by executives of Chadwyck- Healy Group and has since grown to over twenty employees and a wide range of business partnerships. Alexander Street Press is based in Alexandria, Virginia. 

Literary works offered by Alexander Street Press include memoir-type collections such as: North American Women's Letters and Diaries, Colonial through 1950; British and Irish Women's Letters and Diaries, and; The American Civil War – Letters and Diaries. Other works include: Early Encounters in North America, Peoples, Cultures, and the Environment. Assembled from primary sources this database documents relationships among peoples and with the environment in North America from 1534 to 1850. The American Film Scripts Online is a structured, indexed electronic archive of American films. It is a bibliographic and biographical database of directors and scriptwriters and includes the full text of movies. The database is the largest collection of film scripts ever published, the only electronic collection and the only authoritative and legal online source for the scripts. Many of the one thousand titles in the database have never been published before. 

ASP employs a search engine called 'PhiloLogic' which was developed by the ARTFL Project at the University of Chicago. 

Each EAR committee member independently, or in concert with other qualified professionals on their campus library staff, reviewed and evaluated the databases offered by Alexander Street Press. Assessments were submitted on a Review Reply Form specifically designed by the Committee for this purpose. Though other staff may have helped in the review process, completion of the form was by the EAR committee member only and not transferred to another. Ratings were based upon the potential value of the service to the California State University as a whole and not solely on the needs of any specific campus. 

Attributes of the information resource were assessed on a scale of 1 to 4 with 1 representing the "least value" and 4 representing the "most value". The following attributes were examined: 

INFORMATION DATABASE
Consider its functionality, the appropriateness of format, the content of the information, the adequacy of coverage (retrospective, current), and its value to the California State University as a whole. 

SEARCH INTERFACE
Consider the functionality and ease of use of the interface. Is it intuitive or is an excessive amount of training required? Are any crucial features missing from the search interface? 

USER SUPPORT SERVICES
If documentation is required for successful use of product, is it available, comprehensive, and well written? Is online help adequate and user friendly? Does vendor supply training if it is needed? Is a telephone helpline available? 

COST
If cost is available, does it seem reasonable in terms of comparable products? 

ACCESSIBILITY OF SERVICE
Is access/connection to product reliable and stable? Is response time adequate? 

OVERALL ASSESSMENT 

#1 --- No Support
#2 --- No Support at this time. Future support conditional upon 
enhancements noted below in Comments Section.
#3 --- Support and Recommend proposal be forwarded to California State University 
campuses for their acceptance or rejection. Would like to see
enhancements in product noted below in Comments Section.
#4 --- Outstanding offer and opportunity. Recommend proposal
be forwarded to California State University campuses for their acceptance or 
rejection. 

Following are the results of the EAR Committee's review as well as comments taken from the individual Review Reply Forms. Unless otherwise indicated, all comments are for Alexander Street Press only. 

INFORMATION DATABASE: ( 4, 4, 4, 3, 3, 3, 4, 2, 3 ) 
Alexander Street Press is a fascinating collection of databases providing digitized historical documents and full-text historical literary materials. The first database to be produced was North American Women's Letters and Diaries followed by Civil War letters and diaries. The third database, Early Encounters in North America is an ambitious effort to collect accounts of events and early interactions between peoples in North America between 1534 and 1860. The most recent "immediate experiences" database is British and Irish Women's Letters and Diaries 1500 to 1900. These four databases seek to make contemporaneous accounts accessible. 

Black Drama 1850 to Present and Scottish Women Poets of the Romantic Period provide the full text of original writings that fit the scope as stated with added critical reviews and dramatic production information. American Film Scripts Online is slated to take the same approach to scripts from the silent era to the present. 

The databases are research collections of specialized nature. Inclusion is dependent on the availability and reproduction quality of original materials and based on established bibliographies. Editorial criteria for each database is clearly outlined and should be consulted in advance to ascertain the scope of content. Materials included are all original writings thus the value in the databases is the cross-indexing and retrieval capabilities provided by a well-designed search engine. Showcase samples and graphic images lend additional interest. 

The databases are of high value to any academic audience studying or researching these particular subject areas. This would in most cases be limited to graduate programs or faculty with occasional upper division application. The value of the databases will grow as coverage is extended. 

The databases contain the full text of primary sources of interest to many disciplines in the CSU. I especially find the American Film Scripts Online to be a very promising product. Black Drama also looks very useful and relevant to the CSU as a whole. The American Civil War Letters and Diaries database will be useful not only to history students and faculty, but also to any discipline with roots in the Civil War, e.g., medical & health sciences. 

This series of full-text primary sources is a rather impressive repository of primary source content. Each of the databases (7 in total) contains plenty of meaty content. The only exception is the Film Scripts Online product, which is still in a prototype version and will include plenty content before it is on the market. The format is HTML (with images where appropriate), which may be insufficient for serious historical study but more than adequate for students or scholars exploring content. The text based format also make searching more full-featured and the content more accessible for the disabled. My only objection to the content is that it may not be appropriate for every campus in the CSU system. However, some of these databases may be very useful for every campus, and that will of course vary. 

The Alexander Street Press has produced seven full text databases of primary source material in the areas of history, literature, women's studies, and film and theater studies. The two databases that make up the film and theater studies package are Black Drama and the American Film Scripts. The American Film Scripts is not complete (only 8 film scripts) but uses similar search capabilities as demonstrated in the Black Drama database. Currently the Black Drama database contains 125 writers and in most cases a short biography on the writer. Both of these databases offer the student and the researcher a rich and well-developed resource. If the resources of the databases had been close to their goal, this would have rated a higher point. The databases that make up the historical segment include North American Women's Letters and Diaries; American Civil War Letters and Diaries; and Early Encounters in North American. These databases would be a welcome addition to CSU courses that are requiring students to review primary sources. Material talks about daily life to information on historical events. The Abigail Adams collection is an example of extremely fascinating thoughts on revolutionary times in America. The third type of database is the full text of Scottish Women Poets of the Romantic Period. This is a poetry collection from 47 women that would be considered for graduate level literature courses. All of the Alexander Street databases offer the CSU campuses primary resources that are not often a part of a database offering. The humanities and social sciences areas of the CSU campuses are not as richly served by electronic resources as are the sciences and business. Because these databases are meant for scholarly endeavors, they are most appropriate for upper division and graduate courses in the CSU system. 

All the databases presented offer either primary historical texts or original works of literature. In particular, the historical texts consisting of British and American women's diaries & letters, the Civil War, and cultural encounters in early America would be of interest to historians and to specialists engaging in Native American or Women's studies. These databases offer extensive material dating as far back as the 1500's. The database on Black Drama is much smaller and more highly specialized. I see that the vendor does offer a more comprehensive database on Black Thought and Culture, which strikes me as being of greater interest. I confess that the Scottish Women Romantic Poets database strikes me as having little interest for the CSU. Indeed, it seems like a slender offering for anyone outside Scotland, but I do appreciate the fact that somebody keeps track of this sort of arcane subject. It is difficult at this time to evaluate the content of the American Film Scripts. 

It is difficult to evaluate content of databases still under development. While there is considerable value in collecting disparate published materials into one uniform product, and the databases are based on authoritative bibliographies, it is hard to get too enthusiastic about a Black Drama database that does not include August Wilson (though it does include an image of a flyer for a London production of his "Fences") or mention any black theatre companies in Minnesota, despite the successful 25-year history of the Penumbra Theater there. Early Encounters focuses heavily on eastern and midwestern explorers, which somewhat diminishes its value to California institutions with a more regional focus (A year from now this rating would most likely be higher). 

The Alexander Street Press databases are a unique collection of primary resource material for students and faculty writing research papers. The collections contain material that would be difficult for faculty to find and use, and impossible for most upper division undergraduates and graduate students to collect. History, Women's studies, Film, Drama classes would find these collections an invaluable resource. I would consider only the Scottish Women Poets collection too narrow in focus for most campuses, however, it is priced reflecting this marginal interest. 

Overall, the content and searchability of these primary source databases is commendable and very useful for the specialized areas covered. The value for CSU libraries is debatable. Only the most advanced history and literature programs would have enough demand and usage to justify an annual subscription. 

Content of each database is ranked as follows: North American Women's Letters and Diaries (3). Interesting content, likely to be used CSU students. Useful "primary referenes" always sought by u-grad students; The American Civil War Letters and Diaries (4), Very useful for history students. Always looking for "Primary Documents" on topics. This would be highly pertinent for getting students interested in the era; Early Encounters in North America: Peoples, Cultures, and the Environment (4), Very useful for history students. Always looking for "Primary Documents" on topics. This would be highly pertinent for getting students interested in the era; Black Drama (1), Probably of less interest in terms of content. Narrow focus; Scottish Women Poets of the Romantic Period (1) Somewhat obscure information. Less interest, narrow focus; British and Irish Women's Letters and Diaries (1), Somewhat obscure information. Less interest; American Film Scripts Online (3), Has great potential for us at our campus which has a Radio, Television, Film department but, as of now, limited data. 

SEARCH INTERFACE: ( 4, 3, 4, 2, 4, 4, 2, 3, 4 ) 
The interface for each database is based on an easy menu toolbar supported by extensive indexing to allow efficient retrieval through a wide range of fields. Background notes on indexing development are provided in each case. The interface is easy to use with a clear and obvious format. A help button is available with simple instructions and sample searches. Advanced searching is offered for power searchers to limit retrieval to very specific criteria. Results are clearly stated. Visual layout is good. Images are included in some cases. 

The search interface is very clean and intuitive to use. The navigation bar is beautifully designed. However, because it is a prototype, not all of the features are operational. One thing I found to be missing was a link from the lists of terms that would automatically add the term to the search. As it is now, the user has to cut and paste the term onto the search form which is very primitive and inconvenient. 

The search interface is full featured. It is so full-featured, in fact, that it's a tad confusing. There are several different search screens for text searches versus catalog record searches, and each of these has many input boxes. However, all of the features are so very well documented, with quick access to the controlled vocabulary and search tips, that it seems spoiled to complain. There are so many great ways to search that this interface must have been developed with help from scholars. For instance, in the Black Drama database you can search by theater. In the American Civil War: Letters and Diaries database you can limit by whether a person survived the war. How cool is that? These databases are full of interesting ways to get at the content. The browse features are also handy--in the British and Irish Women's Letters and Diaries database, for instance, you can browse by personal events such as "death of a romantic partner" (which will retrieve 2 documents) or "physical illness of author" (which will retrieve 229). All of the databases had interesting browse features such as this, which I imagine would be of great help to the undergraduate student searching for something to write about for their history paper. 

Alexander Street provides an excellent search interface. To begin with, the help tutorial is well developed. However, searching all of the Alexander Street databases is very easy, that most students may decide that they can overlook the tutorial. Searching can be done in two ways, browsing specific tables of contents or doing a Boolean search. In the search page, there are examples next to each field and a menu of what terms are used. This was very helpful in determining a more exact way to search. In the browsing search, there were several tables such as personal events, e.g. weddings and historical events, e.g. assassination of President Lincoln. If a researcher selected one item, there was also bibliographic information to lead the researcher on to the full document. All of the Alexander Street databases used this search interface. On the negative side, the only way one could email the document would be to use the send function on the Netscape or IE browser page. At our library, all public computers have this function locked. It would have been preferred to have an email capability on the database. 

The use of "term" in the advanced searching, needs to be improved. In one example, under the author term was Aberdeen and Temair, Ishbel Maria Marjoribanks Gordon, marchioness of, 1857-1939 --- quite a long one. I cut and pasted this name and did a search. The result was zero. I tried several times and was unsuccessful in locating the marchioness. 

I applaud Alexander Street press for having such a clear and easy to use interface, one that facilitates both searching and browsing in equal measure. Browsing is really an important way of drawing connections between bodies of materials, particularly in the humanities, and one that is often undervalued in online environments. I also appreciate the extensive indexing which has gone into the creation of this product, identifying gender, occupation, ethnic background, etc., of authors, allowing searches by region or time frame, and even identifying historical events or life events. It is easy to move from the selected chapter or letter to the entire document. The default search operation appears to be AND, but a wide variety of advanced search options are available, including truncation, proximity, exact phrase, and case sensitivity. I also appreciate the decision to convert the text into a simple HTML format. 

I wish other content providers did half the job that Alexander Street does in providing for information retrieval. The controlled vocabularies, the multiple fields, and the chronologies enable very powerful searching. Despite the richness and complexity of the databases, the interface is easy to use. Excellent. 

The interface for all the databases is similar. The interface provides simple searching of the full-text, while the advance searches allow the user to narrow the simple searches with terms in special fields that relate to the specific database. I was able to retrieve interesting sets of documents using the simple search but I had problems using the advanced search. Even using the examples provided on the page, I was unable to retrieve any documents. According to the instructions, the terms have to be an exact match to the term list. However, on the advanced search screen for Black Drama, the play title example is the "The Black Doctor." However, the form of the term on the term list is Black Doctor, The. Even copying and pasting, as suggested, failed to bring a result. If exact phrases or terms are necessary, it would be useful if the term were automatically entered into the search box when the user clicked on it. 

The search interface is very good and sufficiently intuitive. Page layout is very well done with sophisticated linking and cross-referencing. 

Excellent search interface for all Alexander Street Press databases. Quite easy to learn and understand. Nice model for others to emulate. 

USER SUPPORT SERVICES: ( 3, 3, 3, 3, 2, 4, 3, 3, 4 ) 
Documentation for each Alexander Street Press database is provided up front. A discussion of the product development, editorial decisions, subject limitations, and omissions is particularly useful to specialists. Online help is available with an extensive and logical help button that leads to clear definitions of each field. I am unaware of a telephone helpline. 

I didn't find that documentation was necessary for the brief searching I conducted. The help screens I looked at were clear and gave examples to clarify the search techniques. There is an 800 number and email address for help available from the Alexander Street Press Home Page. It would be useful to add that information to the help pages for each database so one doesn't have to hunt for contact information. I don't see any information on training but it may be too soon for it to be available since this is a prototype product. 

The online help is excellent and easily available. It's everywhere you turn and is context sensitive. There's also a main help function with an overview of how to search. I did not find a technical support phone number, though there is a link on every page for "questions or comments." As a systems librarian, I prefer to be able to talk to a real live person, and I need to be able to find that phone number quickly. 

The tutorial is very helpful. Doing a search, there is at the end of each field, a button marked TERM. If one clicks on this, a list pops up. It would have been better if the terms were hot-linked to the search. 

The only reason I consulted the help screens was to try to find a list of the possible values for the special indexing fields. What qualifies as an occupation, for example, or how are ethnic groups described? Every field is described in detail but for this crucial piece of information. Other than this, the help screens are easily located and relatively clear. Oddly, Alexander Street does not appear to provide a phone number for technical support (only an email address is given on their site). Perhaps I am old-fashioned, but I would prefer to think there is a warm body in the tech support office that I could talk to in a pinch. 

"Help" is detailed and useful. Email and telephone numbers are provided for technical support (though only from the "About" link, so not every user would see them). The explanations of the purpose and development of each database, and the list of bibliographies used to gather materials, are very helpful as well. 

The site provides an in-depth description on how to use the database. However, vendor training of the librarians might be useful. Alexander Street Press provides both a help screen and an extensive guided tour. Unfortunately, I had to hunt for the "1-800" number for technical support which is somewhat buried under the "About" page, under Technical Support. The Help screens are dense, but this is necessary since the searching is not intuitive and the user needs to understand how to deal with spacing and punctuation, etc. 

Documentation is adequate; technical support via telephone and email is available. 

Help screens simple and intuitive. Did not find a help phone line. 

COST ( 3, 2, 4, 2, 2, 3, 3, 2, 1 ) 
The cost seems reasonable based on current available data. The cost seems particularly attractive for any campus with significant enrollment in North American history or in programs in the fields of literature, drama or performing arts. 

The price seems high to me, especially when I realized we would have to subscribe to each database separately. 

This is a lot of primary content to make available, and the database isn't cheap, but it's also not egregiously expensive. 

These are very specialized databases with complex entries. The work is obviously well planned and the effort to assemble must be extremely time consuming. 

The price is a little high given how specialized the material is. I do find it odd that all the databases are priced equally (excepting the Scottish Women) regardless of how much material they contain. It would be nice to see extra discounts applied if you subscribed to multiple databases. 

There really are no comparable products, so relative value is impossible to determine. Given the complexity of the databases, I think costs are reasonable. 

The cost seems reasonable considering the vendors cost in finding, collecting and digitizing these collections. The Scottish Women Poets database's price reflects its narrow focus. It is useful that campuses can purchase the databases separately so they can buy what their campus needs. However, I wish they also allowed discounts for purchasing at least three databases. 

Annual subscription costs seem excessively high for the products given. 

The price is prohibitive for the content. At about $3,000 per database, somewhat overpriced. Though, if we could afford it, students would like the primary document access. 

ACCESSIBILITY OF SERVICE: ( 3, 3, 4, 3, 3, 4, 2, 3, 4 ) 
Accessibility and response time are adequate. 

I had no problem with connection. However, I could not get into some of the databases because the login page wouldn't come up. That happened with the North American Women's Letters & Diaries and Early Encounters in North America databases. 

I had no problems with reliability or stability during my testing period. It was fast and didn't crash. 

There were no accessibility issues with these databases. Running them against JAWS, took time and there are many images on the screen. However, these databases were a little bit easier to use than some of the other databases the CSU campuses have used. 

No problems observed with response time. I did encounter occasional broken links when trying to access documents. This was most prevalent in the English Women's database, where I could not access any of Lady Anne Cooke Bacon's letters. 

I have had no problems at all with access, stability, or response time. 

Once I was in a database, the response time was very fast. I occasionally experience problems accessing the databases, however I was not always prompted to enter my username and password. When I received a message "If you have a password, click here for Password-Controlled Access," the link could not find the appropriate page. 

"Early Encounters in North America" was not functional when evaluated. All other databases had reliable linking and excellent response time. 

The time I used it, all databases worked fine. Limited information on the Film Scripts. 

OVERALL ASSESSMENT: ( 3, 2, 4, 2, 3, 3, 3, 3, 2 ) ( Average Score = 2.777 ) 
Several of the Alexander Street Press databases provide an exciting digital option for primary historical research that would be otherwise difficult if not impossible to access. The literary and drama databases, and one presumes the film script resource, are interesting compilations but with less utility. The products are clearly targeted to an academic or research audience at an upper level. They would not be considered core resources for an undergraduate population but certainly of interest to specialized programs. Use statistics capability would be highly desirable. 

I would prefer to see the final product(s) prior to deciding. 

I think that this should be offered to CSU schools. Some may find it valuable; others will find the content too specific and detailed. I think that many schools will want at least one of these databases. 

These are important full text databases for the humanities and social sciences areas. Most of the databases are still in the production segment with more resources to be added. The easy to use interface is indicative that when all the materials are added, these databases will be outstanding resources. The cost at this time, though, is difficult for CSU campuses to consider. 

Overall a worthy product, featuring unique and interesting material, and well turned out. 

The databases are somewhat specialized in content, and are designed for scholars, so do not appeal to the broadest of CSU audiences. It's a shame that this trial comes during the early stages of very hard economic times; these products deserve to be in libraries. Other very strong features: Alexander Street volunteers (!) to provide MARC records and archival database copies, and solicits suggestions for additions or corrections to the products. This kind of behavior needs to be rewarded by libraries. 

This is a wonderful and valuable collection of primary materials that would benefit upper division undergraduates, graduates, and faculty in the Arts and Humanities and Social Science disciplines. 

This is a primary document collection for American history and literature but a limited audience may preclude it from being widely implemented across the system given the high subscription costs. Increased content and reduced fees would surely broaden the appeal. 

Rating for home campus only: ( 2, 2, 4, 3, 1, 2, 3, 2, 4 )
For our campus, the Alexander Street Press databases would be considered very discretionary. We would consider them only with a materials budget augmentation. We currently subscribe to North American Women's Letters and Diaries and the use appears very low. We will likely cancel our subscription. Because of the specialized nature of the content, we think it would take a much larger academic population to justify the cost. 

It is the wrong budget year to be asking for new databases. 

I get asked for primary sources at the desk all the time and, if it were up to me and I had the budget, I'd buy all of these. 

The primary sources are valuable to our upper division and graduate students. However, I believe that the cost is prohibitive for our campus and that we would have difficulty funding this resource. 

I like this product a great deal and I am sure it would generate interest from some sectors on campus. I wish we were in a position to support such a well-designed product. However its extremely high degree of specialization would probably force us to forego it in the current budget situation where we must focus on retaining core services that reach the largest number of users. 

I love the databases, but for my campus, only a few would be of immediate interest--and they would have to get in line behind other longstanding and unmet needs. Three of these are on our wish list in case angels materialize. 

Our campus would be interested in these databases. It is unfortunate timing that the offer is coming during a time that we cannot expand out online resources. It is definitely on our wish list and would add it to the list of databases that need a donor. 

Too specialized and expensive for this campus. 

I don't see us getting this database at the price. We would consider the historical diaries and letters and encounters if we could afford it and if we felt the price was reasonable. Good product otherwise.


