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	The CSU Libraries, Electronic Access to Information Resources Committee (http://www.calstate.edu/SEIR/ear.list.shtml) undertook a two-week "hands-on" study of knovel, a database of fully searchable electronic versions of handbooks, conference proceedings and e-references in the areas of science and technology-engineering. 

knovel Corporation is a leading provider of Internet publishing solutions for the engineering and applied science community. knovel is a division of William Andrew, Inc., an engineering and scientific book and CD-ROM publisher that began operations in 1990. A unique feature of knovel is "knovelization", a process of converting hard copy publications into Internet searchable books, bringing many of the tables found in these publications to "life". In order to satisfy a real need for engineers and scientists to manipulate the data in the actual tables found in books, knovel has created the "Interactive Deep Searchable (IDS)" table. Imbedded in the PDF document and identified by a red box, an IDS table is "live", with the look and feel of a spreadsheet, enabling the researcher to sort columns, cut and paste, or create custom tables with only those compounds of specific interest at that moment to solve a particular problem. knovelization goes beyond regular PDF keyword search capabilities by providing for keyword and numeric (real numbers) searching across a book's text, tables, graphs and equations. Advance searching capabilities include sophisticated Boolean and nested Boolean operations. Live equations and graphs allow users to parametrically solve for the dependent variable. 

knovel focuses on a comprehensive collection of engineering and scientific references. The current collection contains over 300 books and is projected to reach 500 by the end of 2002. knovel's integrated collection of general data sources include publications from CRC Press, McGraw-Hill, Reed Elsevier, Kluwer, Wiley and many others in a wide range of subject areas including chemistry and chemical engineering, environmental engineering, food science, general engineering reference, mechanics and mechanical engineering and, safety, health and hygiene. New titles are added and the information on knovel is updated continuously. 

Each EAR committee member independently, or in concert with other qualified professionals on their campus library staff, reviewed and evaluated knovel. 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 proposal 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 (bibliographic/full-text), 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 knovel only: 
INFORMATION DATABASE: ( 3, 4, 4, 4, 4, 4, 3, 4, 4 ) 
This is valuable information in a full-text format, with current coverage. The data covers many CSU curriculum areas, from basic sciences to more specialized sciences, and is copious. The only downside is that there may be more specialized information than we need. 

knovel is a unique collection of over 300 value-added reference e-books in the areas of chemistry, engineering and applied sciences. A large proportion of the books are handbooks and data sources which are difficult and time consuming to search manually. Interactive tables and interactive graphs are a very interesting feature although I had trouble locating the interactive graphs leading me to believe that there are not that many in the database. 

An exciting e-book database of engineering and physical sciences resources that exploits the potential of the e-book format. The functionality is excellent. It enters the arena of an interactive full-text product by offering spreadsheet functions and formula manipulation. Content is highly useful. Although the coverage includes specialized reference sources, the database also provides a large number of widely used standard science handbooks, such as the CRC Handbook of Chemistry and Physics. Editions, which are continually updated but tables from earlier editions are retained if they still have value. 

A negative factor in knovel is the requirement for a non-standard configuration related to the Java Run-time environment which limits ease of use and quite possibly wide accessibility. While able to run on Netscape 4.7x, knovel requires downloading and installation of a plug-in for both onsite and remote use. This can be a serious limiting factor in a public environment with 200 or more standardized workstations. Experience suggests the product is quite labor-intensive in terms of technical support to patrons trying to work remotely with such databases. Nonetheless, value to the CSU seems high because of the subject scope and basic science resources included. All campuses with engineering or extensive science programs would benefit. The value would also be enhanced by the provision of e-MARC records. 

A wonderful database of textual and interactive physical science reference books. The coverage is excellent for faculty and students. Currency appears to be excellent. The combination of textual and interactive data, "knovelized" tables, exportable to Excel files, and cross hyperlinks are great. knovel would make the job of physical science student research faster. 

knovel provides full-text of 350 handbooks in chemistry, engineering, food science and safety, health and Hygiene published by Noyes/William Andrew, Butterworth- Heinemann, and CRC publishers. The title list is impressive and contains titles that libraries purchase whenever there is a new edition. Although no one library would own all the titles on their list (too costly in print), they are titles that the patrons at most campuses would like to have access to. However, the added value to the collection goes beyond its ability to search across PDF pages of all titles. knovel has enhanced a number of the tables that allow the user to download all or part of a table into Excel or to graph it (Interactive Deep Searchable, or IDS). 

The simultaneous searchability of a multitude of reference works is a strong feature, as is the interactivity of some tables and graphs. As more of these become "knovelized," the database will become more valuable. 

Content consists of chemical and engineering reference books, such as DOSE, Perry's, and CRC manuals, currently about 350 titles (they claim to be adding 10-20 titles per month). MARC records are included. Text of the books is provided in PDF and (rarely) html, and the full text is completely searchable. Given the variations in data included among the various manuals, the ability to have them all searchable in one spot is quite an advantage. Currently, the content is not retrospective (no previous editions) but the company has indicated a desire to keep older titles available and to add popular titles that are now out of print. In addition, the electronic content can be updated (DOSE is updated quarterly online), not an option with the print titles. The company has a "dark site" mirror at Cornell University where the content will be archived should the company terminate its operation. 

This database consists of full text reference materials that are predominantly in chemistry, physics and engineering. There is a subset of material that is concerned with the science of nutrition. This database is unique in that it offers an interactive module to several of its materials. This interactive ability includes calculating scientific formulae with relative ease and the ability to download the results. The majority of the works are classics in the field, e.g. the CRC books and Lange's. Coverage is up to date and in many cases, the publisher has updated the online version many months before the paper edition is available. The company is also involved in a retrospective conversion project (called the Lazarus project) which will make available online standard scientific reference works that are out of print. 

This database would be a real plus for all of the CSU campuses in that materials offered are well-respected reference books and the interactive nature adds to the usability of some very complex books. 

SEARCH INTERFACE: ( 4, 3, 4, 4, 3, 3, 3, 3, 3 ) 
The search interface is awesome! The keyword search is easy to use and intuitive, the browse function useful for somebody who knows what they are looking for, and the structured data search wonderful for finding very specific information. It is very guided and doesn't leave much to chance. 

I found the interface to be pretty intuitive but I have a science background. I am not sure how intuitive the interface is to someone with little or no background in science. I did find the interactive tables to be the most useful feature. I wish I had had Knovel when I was majoring in science many, many moons ago. It sure would have shortened the many hours I spent locating physical and chemical properties! 

Searching for data or text is pretty straightforward but can be somewhat difficult if the User's Guide is not consulted. It gets complicated when importing/exporting data from tables but I anticipate that most students will not require that because they will be seeking a particular piece of data. There is a step-by-step guide to exporting data in the Knovel User Guide for those who have a need to do so. Interactive tables are fairly easy to figure out but I had a hard time locating and using interactive graphs. When I began searching Knovel, I had trouble with the pdf files freezing up the computer but that was because of my impatience which caused me to click before the pdf page was loaded. I restarted my computer and the problem resolved itself. 

There are a couple of things Knovel should have. One is the ability to search for an exact phrase in the keyword search. The default is to put NEAR between two words entered in the same box and that means the words must be within 5 words of each other. I understand why Knovel did this but I wish they had made it possible to specify that two words must be right next to each other. The other is a "New Search" button on each page of search results. Students may not know that they have to use the 'Site Keyword Search' and 'Site Data Search' buttons at the top of the page to do another search of the entire database. This may lead to students using the browser's BACK button to try to return to the search form and that can create navigation problems. 

The knovel search interface is intuitive, even with the unfamiliar functionality of the product. Content is well organized with good, clean design and use of icons. There is a clear progression from subject field to relevant books. The enhanced PDF that provides hyperlinks between the index, table of contents, and text is a very attractive feature. Currently, this capability is applied only selectively. If extended to all titles, this feature would be a real plus. 

Because of the esoteric nature of the database knovel is not easy for the uninformed user, especially those who are not focused on the physical sciences. It's unlikely to be of interest to non physical science students unless a general education major is utilizing it to fulfill a science requirement. 

The search interface is knovel's strong feature as well as its weakest attribute. The software provides very sophisticated searching (keyword to data search) and interaction with some of the tables in their title list. However, the price for this sophistication is specific requirements for the browsers, Acrobat reader and Java Runtime. Although some users will find it a trivial matter downloading the software, others may find it a roadblock. It's unfortunate that there is "Loss of certain Adobe Acrobat functionality in Netscape Navigator v. 6." Other vendors are now requiring at least Netscape 6.0 in order to access their information. This will mean that all libraries and library users will be forced into maintaining multiple versions of Netscape and remembering which database requires which version. At least one feature (copying selected fields in a table and pasting it into Excel) worked with IE but not Netscape 4.7. 

Users will find it easy to use the keyword search and find the "quick and dirty" results. Although the User and Help guides are exhaustive, users rarely read them. Users may need to attend bibliographic instruction classes to take advantage of the special features, which are not particularly intuitive. 

The home page is too busy, and combines login (hidden in a corner), search, and sales functions. The interface is not intuitive, but is powerful for users who know what they are seeking. 

The user's browser must have the Java 2 Run-Time Environment plug-in installed to properly display the Live Equations. IE will prompt you for this and automatically download it and install it, but Netscape users may be out in the cold. In general, knovel functions better with IE than with Netscape, although I did get the Live Equations to work in IE 6, Netscape 4.78 and Netscape 6.2. (It is not clear to me whether knovel would function properly via the dreaded AOL). 

I found the knovel search interface generally clear and easy to use. Users may search by keyword, browse titles and tables of contents, or search for specific materials data such as physical properties. Keyword searches are Boolean, although the site cautions users not to enter Boolean operators within their provided search forms. This could be a problem if one had more than two terms to enter, since the Keyword search box offers only two slots; an advanced search screen with more boxes, or a way to enter more complex Boolean search strings, would be nice. Keywords entered in a single box, separated by spaces, are treated as proximity w/5 words. A "breadcrumbing" navigation bar appears at the top of results screens, allowing users to work their way back to previous screens. Tabs at the top of each screen indicate the search or display options currently available. Searchability is all very good, but of course the real selling point of the product is the interactivity with the selected tables and graphs. knovel is one of those products that has so much going on, and so many possible options, that users who have not been through training may simply not notice all of them. This is not necessarily a fault, but a reality of the product. I have a small gripe about knovel's use of the word "site" to describe "site keyword search" or "site data search." For some reason "site" makes me think I am searching just the company's corporate web site, not its content, but maybe that's just me. 

We have already observed during the demonstration to the EAR committee that knovel behaves dismally with screen readers for the blind. While this would not make it unique among library products, any company wanting to market to public institutions in the U.S. should take accessibility for users with disabilities into account. 

There is no option to email or download text or tables, but if using IE, users may cut and paste tables into Excel. "Live Equations" only may be downloaded as ASCII, spreadsheet, or graphic (jpg) format. Trying to download a live equation froze up my browser twice (in IE 6 and Netscape 6.2), but I was eventually able to get it. I had occasional problems using the back arrow on my browser, but these were inconsistent. 

The database offers the capability of searching the full text of reference books that are, in print versions, difficult to use. However, for a person uncomfortable with searching chemical formulae or reactions this database is somewhat easier to search than the print counterpart. To take full advantage of the database, there will need to be training offered by the library. Once a person has been trained, it is easy to use. I found that it was a very logical and clearly presented database. In demonstrating this database to the science librarians, they immediately "caught on" to the structure of the database and were quite eager to try more searches. I suspect that most students and faculty, when shown this database, will react in a similar fashion. One negative point was the Quick Search to the left of the screen did not work well. According to Bob Brand from knovel, the Quick Search will be eliminated very soon. 

USER SUPPORT SERVICES: ( 3, 3, 4, 4, 3, 4, 3, 4, 4 ) 
I find the support section of the site to be more useful than your average database. Telephone numbers are given for technical support, though they are not 800-numbers, and the hours are not listed. The FAQ could be expanded somewhat to include some more search techniques, as the users guide is too expansive for students to download and read. 

Documentation is available online and is reasonably well written. Online help needs to be expanded and consolidated as some answers are too brief. The vendor indicated they will come onsite to train users if requested. They also have a very effective telephone training demo which can be accessed via a conference call. There are technical support and customer sales telephone numbers which can be tried but it would be nice if there were a toll-free help desk available most hours of the day. 

User support appears good. Documentation is available in print and online with clear links on all screens. The tutorial session for the review committee was helpful and efficient. 

Although knovel is not one of the simpler databases to use, I found the layout very intuitive and clear. They have a quick link to a technical support number though I did not use it. 

knovel provides extensive help information. One link is for Netscape users: (http://www.knovel.com/knovel2/help.jsp#soft). A printable version of their User and Help Guides are available as well as Triage troubleshooting page. Telephone, FAX, and email contacts are available during business hours; unfortunately, they do not give us their business hours (and whether it is east or Pacific Coast time) Vendor training may help librarians teach faculty and students how to best use the product. I would change the name of their "Info" button to "About us." I assumed that the Info button would take me to the information/help screens. I would rename the Support button 'Help'. Although I like the PDF version of the User Guide with the formatted print but, 39 pages is more than most users are willing to read. Students would find the Help Guide, an HTML page with a menu, more useful and friendly. I would switch the placement of these two documents on the support screen menu (under support options). 

Online documentation is extensive, and clear. "Help" is not context-sensitive, but the menu does enable the user to select an appropriate topic. Few if any users would pay for the call to the technical support desk. 

The knovel folks seem to have gone out of their way to provide user support and training, perhaps because they are aware that the really nifty features of their product are not going to be obvious to the cursory user. Their phone training and in person training sessions have been good. I find their PDF user's manual to be a bit creaky (not updated since July 01), and tediously wordy. The online help is generally much more useful, although I did notice a reference to a navigation bar that no longer appears on the site. 

Online user assistance appears to be carefully planned. In one example, I found the description of the differences between the Site Keyword search and the Site Data Search very clear. Positioning the descriptions next to the search frames was very helpful. The downloadable manual is easy to follow and has good examples. The technical help is also excellent. Originally our library did not have the Java Applet program installed. The instructions were clearly written and I was able to install the program with no difficulty. Each search page has a help icon, often at the top and the bottom of the screen. I have called the main office of knovel Books several times and have always been given a clearly defined answer or search tips. 

COST ( 3, 4, 3, 3, 2, 4, 2, 4, 4 ) 
The prices are reasonable for the volume of data and the search capabilities provided though I'm not sure that they will work with our budgets given the specificity of the data. 

There are no comparable products that I'm aware of. The price seems reasonable given the fact that there is a great deal of added value. I know how much these references cost in print and knovel has over 300 titles and is going to add more. I'd rather pay for the knovelized resources that would be used and would not be limited to the reference section of the library. knovelization also makes these expensive print resources much more accessible to users. 

This product is ambitious and suggests that the cost of production is probably on the high end. While the subscription cost no doubt reflects this fact, it is nonetheless rather steep for a system like CSU that does not emphasize research since the audience for such a product is somewhat limited. It is probably safe to assume that only a portion of the database would be utilized with regularity in our environment. 

The price seemed very reasonable for the number of titles and the added value of the software. 

The cost may be reasonable for the content and functionality, but the "gold package" may not be the best option for many of our libraries. 

At the "average" price of about $xxxx, the cost works out to around $xx per title, a monumentally good deal, particularly considering the price of many of these titles individually. But that is assuming that you actually need or want all the titles offered, some of which are very highly specialized. 

The price is very reasonable and the interactivity adds a greater value to this product. I have not seen any other e-books that offer full text, interactivity and well-written help screens. 

ACCESSIBILITY OF SERVICE: ( 4, 3, 4, 4, 4, 4, 4, 3, 2 ) 
In my experience the service is fast and reliable. 

Most of the time I had quick response time after I got over the initial problem of not waiting for PDF files to load. However, there were a few times when it seemed like it took an excessive amount of time to display the results after doing a search. 

Hard to judge with only limited use but response time appears very good. Tables and formulas are produced on demand with no unacceptable time lag. Other than the Java Run-time environment mentioned above accessibility seems excellent. 

The service was always reliable and the response time quick. 

I experienced no problem accessing the site from home or from my office, during various times of the day. The interface supports IP authentication. 

Loading up a "Live Equation" is a little slow, even on my T1 line at work, but this is perhaps to be expected. I experienced no unusual connection problems while using the product. 

I was able to search items and then easily return to previous screens. Navigating the site in a timely and efficient manner was a plus. One can easily open several screens, such as the search screen, table of contents, interactive tables and still have a good response time. As for ADA problems, using JAWS, I was able to begin searches, but once in the page, I encountered reading problems in the Adobe documents. These were the text files connected with the tables. I was using Acrobat 5.0 and was unable to have the reader recognize that text. For the disabled, this is a database that will require assistance in detailed searches. 

OVERALL ASSESSMENT: ( 3, 4, 3, 4, 3, 4, 3, 3, 3 ) ( Average Score = 3.33 ) 
I loved the tool. I'd like to see some improvements to the support as noted above, but this is minor. My main concern is with the specificity of the data and feel that it's up to the campuses to determine if they need it. 

knovel is such a unique product and the pricing is so good that I think campuses should be given the opportunity to subscribe at considerable savings. 

The knovel product is an interesting, progressive online resource. The subject scope lends itself to an e-book format because of the importance of current data and the ability to do on-demand look-ups. Interactive tables and formula manipulation are extremely attractive features. "knovelization" is currently applied only to selected titles and only to portions of the content. If the product continues to be developed more fully, the value will be enhanced. Vendor viability is always a caution with new products given the high rate of failure in this arena. 

It is an outstanding offer but I'd like to see the following enhancements: Switch the placement of the Help and User Guides on the support screen menu (under support options); Rename the "Info" button to "About us," and rename the Support button to Help; "Notice: Netscape Users Click here" actually links to a page about the limitations of using Netscape rather than the "Help" guide. 

This product has great potential in support of research and as a teaching tool. The interactive graphs and tables could be used effectively in classroom or lab. A simpler search screen, separated from the home page, would make the product less intimidating to novice users. The ability to select titles for subscription would make the product more affordable for smaller libraries that do not need to support engineering or graduate chemistry programs. 

This is a unique product and one that exploits the electronic medium well. Its coverage, while not comprehensive, is large and growing. It is likely to be of interest to campuses supporting large chemistry or chemical engineering programs. 

The Quick Search should be eliminated. It does not work properly and is confusing. Several of our librarians ask should they use that button are the Keyword and why is it there. The Keyword searches work extremely well. Further work needs to be done to make the site ADA compliant. While opening screens were readable by the program "JAWS" the opened tables and text were not readable. The amount of data, the interactive nature of the database and the excellent works selected would make this a strong candidate to select. 

Rating for home campus only: ( 4, 4, 3, 2, 4, 2, 2, 3 ) 
We're a large CSU campus and probably have more use for this data than some of the smaller ones. 

I would like to have the opportunity to offer the product to the science and engineering departments. I'm not certain we could find the money to get a subscription but I would like to have the choice. 

Ours is one of the smaller campuses with an emphasis on liberal arts and general sciences therefore our ability to support specialized research products is limited. In our environment, the knovel database would be very useful for our large and active Biology and Environmental Studies departments. Chemistry and Physics, much smaller departments, would benefit as would our new graduate program in Computer and Engineering Science. Since we are interested in showcasing new research technology to our clientele, we would consider a product such as knovel to have value beyond its appeal to appropriate academic disciplines. Of value to us for our patrons who specialize in the hard sciences despite what we would consider a high cost since we do not have critical mass. 

knovel is probably too expensive to justify purchase for this campus given the relatively small number of majors that would take advantage of the sources. 

The database is wonderful but I don't know if our science selectors could afford it especially if it would take away from the journal budget and other bibliographic databases. 

Science people would LOVE to get it. But, it comes down to a matter of price. I doubt that we could afford it on our campus. 

Our Science bibliographer has no reservations about recommending this database. 

Most of the contents are not directly relevant to our curriculum. We would be more interested if we could subscribe to a selection of a few titles. 

While this is an attractive product, given the expense it involves and the highly specialized nature of the material, I think interest on my campus would be relatively low, particularly as we do not support an especially large chemical engineering or materials science program. 

We have strong Engineering and Science programs and this database would assist the students as well as the faculty in doing their research. The addition of the interactive tables and the ease of use would be greatly appreciated by the faculty and students. The cost would need to be taken into consideration, but the price seems very fair. 


