	EAR Committee Review

	Marcel Dekker e-Journal Collection -- April, 2003

	 

	General Explanation of Rating Scale
INFORMATION DATABASE: ( 2, 2, 3, 3, 3, 4, 3, 3 )
This Marcel-Dekker e-journal collection currently offers 79 journal titles in the scientific, medical and technical fields with approximately 2 or 3 years backfile. The product is geared to a specialist audience with a design that mirrors commercial sites. Free browsing is allowed but full-text access is provided only to subscribers or if purchasing on demand. The product has limited content currently. The content is targeted to researchers at a specialized level. The value of the complete product is limited in the CSU environment which does not have extensive graduate studies or a medical school.

Many of the 79 journals in this package are highly specialized, and would be of use primarily to advanced students and faculty in a handful of disciplines. The fact that only half of the CSU campuses have any print subscriptions to journals in the package indicates that most of these would not be considered core journals.

The Dekker collection of journals represents a very scholarly group of titles. The majority of the titles support research in several areas of the sciences. While most of the journals reference articles in the traditional areas of science, Dekker does include a few titles that are an interesting addition to the list. Examples of unique titles to the database include Econometric Reviews, International Journal of Public Administration and Dance Chronicle. Dekker’s journals are indexed not only at this site but also through many database services that CSU libraries currently subscribe. They are currently working on linking to software programs such as SilverPlatter’s SilverLinker. 

Database consists of 79 journal titles, mainly in hard sciences. Backfiles are relatively small (about 3 years). Full text of all articles is available in both PDF and segmented HTML formats. All titles are peer reviewed. This is rather a small collection of titles, but it appears to be everything available from this publisher.

It contains quality journal articles in the sciences and some social sciences (pertinent to substance abuse and public administration). Coverage is for the past 4 years. In that regard I give it a rating of 3. But as for the functionality, I give it a generous 2.

While there are no problems with the content, there are some serious problems with the functionality. These include: 1) The expectation that users will read a 2500 word licensing agreement before they open up a new session and document is kind of ridiculous, that's four pages of text; 2) There are no built in print or e-mail commands; 3) Printing (and viewing) of HTML articles is limited to single frames, Yuck; 4) When viewing HTML, the frames can't be removed or even adjusted; 5) Sending large PDF files as attachments to e-mails is not practical for many users. Needs a build in e-mail link; 6) When one finds articles in HTML format, it would be great if the results indicated on what page the terms appear, otherwise you have to read the whole thing. You can't efficiently use the browser's "find" function because the articles are in little one page frames. Nor are the terms highlighted when one finds the topics they are looking for; 7) When you commence a search and select "Limit by product type" JOURNAL, the box below it automatically gets selected too, the one that reads "Exclude Journal Articles" thus making your search cancel itself out. This must be a software flaw; 8) Help for the user is woefully inadequate and buried in Customer Service Link under FAQ. It is not geared to the user of this database and their specific needs. Help needs to be much more database-specific and user friendly.

Many of the titles look relevant to CSU programs although there are some that may be a little too specialized. The full text format in both HTML and PDF is what our students and faculty prefer to mere bibliographic information. Coverage is a little hard to judge since one has to look at the table of contents screen for each of the 79 titles to find out what years are covered. It would be nice if years of coverage were included on the list of journals so one doesn’t have to go to the table of contents screen for each title. 

Dekker.com provides an online access to some but not all of their journals. They offer both HTML and PDF versions of their articles. Being able to provide access to all 79 titles available for the price of our current print subscription would enhance the CSU e-journal collection. The fact that the backfile is rather small (1999) somewhat reduces its usefulness to the students.

Most CSU campuses subscribe to some journals from this publisher, though many don’t subscribe to a bunch. I think that this content is of value to most of the CSU’s but it isn’t crucial for all campuses to have all of their online content.

SEARCH INTERFACE: ( 3, 3, 1, 2, 2, 1, 2, 3 )
The site has a "busy" design requiring close reading of the screens on the initial visit. The searcher can choose "journals" from the top menu and an alphabetical list will be displayed. Or, a search may be launched by keyword. The keyword search option must be handled with thought. A single keyword term, for example, "alcohol", returned an unmanageable number of hits. The keyword option does not appear to support multiple terms without explicit use of "and". Tried "alcohol youth" and "cancer menopause" and got no retrieval. When "and" is used, multiple terms may be entered. "Alcohol and youth" and "cancer and menopause" pulled up a satisfactory number of hits in a relevancy ranking. An advanced search option is available with keyword, title, author/editor, ISBN/ISSN, and DOI search boxes provided. It's possible to add limits if the searcher moves down the screen further. Results may be sorted by options other than relevance. 

Results display author(s), title of the article, journal citation, keyword terms, and abstract. Author names are linked to additional articles in the database but in clicking on Tom. L. Smith, as an example, which indicated 3 references, 2 were the correct author, the other was a different Smith. 

Several formats - html and pdf - are offered for the full-text. Once in the full-text, a frame to the left displays the content categories. References within the text are linked internally to the cited references at the article's end. Clicking the citation number brings up a box with the full citation - a nice shortcut.

Basic searching and navigation are simple and clear. In the advanced search “search by category” doesn’t make sense for users who have access only to journals (ie., “Library and Information Science” has no journals, but still appears as a category … results of a journal search in that category are, predictable, zero). I did not find evidence of alert services for user-defined searches or user-specified journals. Having both HTML and PDF versions of articles is a plus … but the display of the HTML versions (in sections, with a linked TOC) is awkward. When I emailed an article to myself, I had to log in again—and click through the user agreement—to open the link. I would hope that this would not be the case in a consortial license. Having to click through the user agreement to view article text is an irritant, even if it is only required the first time in a session.

This search interface is not well designed. There was no help button to describe searching protocols. At first, it looked as if Customer Service or FAQs would have some information. Those sites, however, gave information only on setting up accounts, license requirements and other information about the database itself. The search screen, while it has an Advanced Search section, does not clearly offer the option for doing Boolean searching. Evidently there are no wildcard or truncation protocols. I tried searching clon? and also clon* . This produced no results, but the word cloning produced several excellent articles. It is very important that this search interface be expanded and improved. One reason is that many of the new journal articles appear one to two months on the online version than in print. Checking a recently published online title in one of the standard databases (PsycINFO), I could not pull up the title because it was too new for that database to index. But doing a search on the Dekker site brought the article up. So any of our faculty or graduate students that are in need of the latest developments in their areas of research would really benefit from an improved search interface. Exact title searching was OK. Keyword searching was hit and miss. After doing a search on the topic of cloning, I clicked on a title. There was the possibility of viewing the item in HTML or PDF. There appeared to be no way to email the articles, which is often an important issue for our students. The HTML version was not acceptable. Instead of a continuous flow of a document, the article was put as pages, one needed to click on “next page” to continue. The PDF format was well presented. After viewing the document, it was impossible to return to the search results. I was able to return to the catalog record for the journal, but could not find a way to return to the results. A positive side to the search interface was the inclusion of information on individual journals. Information included the intent of the journal, where it is indexed and readership and author instructions. 

At first glance, the search interface seems relatively straightforward…..you enter some words….you get some results. But the more I looked at it, the more I found it lacking. I get the feeling this product is really designed for individual subscribers, not for institutions. I am particularly irritated by the price information which appears on every article, despite the fact that they are all supposed to be free to subscribers. It’s also irritating to see continual commercial pitches such as the “Pay per View” information on the main page. I understand they have to market their product but this information is likely to be confusing for users coming in through an institutional subscription. It would be helpful if this information could be removed for anyone coming from an authorized IP. Further adding to the confusion, results from books and encyclopedias—which one really does have to pay for—are included in the default search. 
The first time that one accesses any full text, one has to scroll down a quite lengthy disclaimer and press “I agree” before getting any content. This is yet another irritation, and one that all our other journal databases do not seem to find necessary. 

No search box appears on the results screen, so you have to back up to do another search. There is no option to email articles, which will likely distress our students who hate to pay for printing. I appreciate having all the articles available in HTML format (this at least makes them accessible to screen readers for users with visual disabilities), but the division of the HTML documents into multiple sections makes them complex to navigate, print, or save. It would be preferable to have the entire article appear as one document, with navigational links to the different sections available as an option. Exactly how the search engine functions is a matter of speculation, because there is no search information and no help offered on the site. This leaves a number of things about the search interface mysterious. It seems that I can use Boolean operators and force exact phrase searches at least some of the time, but the system also seems to do automatic truncation though this is just a guess on my part. The Advanced Search screen presents further puzzlement. What titles would each “Category” include? Why, if I want to limit my results to journals only (and hopefully get rid of the books and articles which I have to pay for), am I automatically prodded to exclude journal articles from my results? Does “Title” mean title of article or title of journal? Does “Keyword” mean any word in the text, or only the words from the “Keyword” section appended to the beginning of each article? What on earth is that “View a Series” business about? In short, the interface is fine for quick and dirty searches, but sorely lacking for anything more complicated. 

The interface has some problems with the use of graphics that make it unfriendly to screen readers. I am not expert with JAWS, but when I tried it, JAWS would not read the links that are graphics. This includes the menu bar at the top of each page, the buttons for running the searches, and the all-important buttons for retrieving the content (View HTML & View PDF). It seems that all the graphics have alternative text tags with null values, making them effectively nonexistent to the screen reader. The null values are appropriate for graphics which are just space-holders, but not for graphics which have a navigational purpose.

The problems are primarily in printing mechanisms; finding topics inside of text once you've opened up an article in HTML and; in viewing articles within annoying frames. The search forms on the interface are adequate but it would be nice if the user could click on a term and get help on that concept or search option. I did not see any options other than the much-buried FAQ's under "Customer Support" link. I did like the function when you clicked on the journal title. It provided good information on the journal, its content and where it is indexed. Since the offer is for the journals only, I'd hope that the interface could be customized so users don't have the option to view "encyclopedias or handbooks" unless we subscribe to these services.

I hope the search interface is still in development because it needs a lot of improvement. It is misleading in that it seems to be intuitive. But, when you actually try a few searches, you don’t get what you want and wonder why. For example, I tried searching for the keywords “evaluat*” AND “web” in the Library and Information Science category. Apparently, if you don’t choose subcategories, the system searches the entire database and not the category chosen. Also, there are no help screens or rollovers showing what types of searching can be done (e.g. can you use Boolean operators and nesting?) or even defining what is meant by keyword, DOI, etc. There is no way to have Boolean operators between search boxes that I could find – except for the default which appears to be AND. Help screens and/or a user’s manual REALLY need to be added to the interface. Other problems include: (1) when one clicks on “Journal” under Limit by Product Type, the box beneath it, “Exclude Journal Articles…” is automatically selected. I would think most people would be searching for articles within journals and not just journal information. That should be changed so that the “Exclude Journal Articles…” box needs to be clicked to choose it instead of being automatically selected. (2) HTML files should be offered in a frameless screen showing the entire article – I find the frames and the fact that you cannot view the entire HTML article without going to multiple screens to be annoying. 

Although the keyword and advance search screens are straightforward, they were also misleading. The pull down choices to search within a subcategory retrieves titles that do not belong in that category. When I checked the list of journals, I could not find any journal titles that belong to that category. It is not clear whether or not the choices are there to accommodate future titles, but it is confusing to incorporate the choices when they are not actually available. Between each article, there was a full screen copyright page that requires the user to hit the "I agree" button in order to access the article. I am sure this will confuse the students and I am sure it will do little to protect the publisher from copyright infringement.

The HTML version of each article can only be viewed and printed in small segments. This makes it impossible for the user to print the entire HTML article or email it to themselves. There are no save/email options for the HTML version. The PDF version worked fine and the Acrobat reader provides a print button. According to the description provided by Dekker, linked references are available, presumably through the HTML version, but none of the articles I checked had them.

I found the search interface acceptable but not outstanding. The search screen allows for basic searches by keyword, title, author, ISSN, or DOI, with a bunch of limits. This is fine, but there was no indication of how the searches are parsed (‘and’, ‘or’, all?). The “search by category” feature is a good idea for people who know what discipline they want to search in. One can browse journals, but can’t browse by subcategory (you have to browse the whole thing). 

USER SUPPORT SERVICES: ( 2, 2, 1, 1, 1, 1, 2, 1 )
Did not fully evaluate. There was no obvious sign of a help screen. A link under the "customer service" button from the top menu referred to a FAQ file but when I tried to access it, my browser crashed. Did not test the telephone contact.

There is virtually no documentation for searching and retrieving, and no Help (when the web site was down on 3/28, I had to go elsewhere for a telephone number to call). “Customer Service” and FAQ are designed more for authors and paying customers than for information seekers, reflecting the entire site’s emphasis on commercial and editorial functions rather than information retrieval.

The lack of a help screen in searching is unacceptable. I have also sent a request to customer service and have had no response. I tried calling for assistance but their contact person is away for the week. The contact person will return after our evaluations are due. 

Inexplicably, there is no search help whatsoever for this product. There is an “FAQ” section under their Customer Service link, but none of the topics seem to deal with search or retrieval. They have an email question service, but nothing which is identified as a support phone number. This is really unacceptable for any product in the academic research market.

The help screens were buried within the generic FAQ section.

As noted in my evaluation of the search interface, there are no help screens or user’s manual. The customer service page doesn’t have any information about searching the database and it doesn’t have a phone number. The only way to contact Customer Service is through email which is not satisfactory because there is a delay in response to questions. The FAQ database focuses on subscriptions and products – there is nothing on how to search the full text database.

I found an online form to email questions but the pull down menu options are geared towards use and potential authors rather than reporting access problems. I could not find any help screens. There were no links to information or FAQ.

There is absolutely no 'help' and the customer service is by email form only. Stinky!

COST ( 2, 2, 3, 3, 2, 3, 3, 4 )
The cost seems high for such a limited product. 

The chief advantage in a consortial agreement is to libraries with few or no print subscriptions. In this sense, it is no worse than other journal packages. 

The cost is not too out of line for this type of database, especially when it is compared to similar databases. 

This is a flip pricing arrangement that allows cancellation of print subscriptions in favor of the electronic version. It does seem to include access to the entire selection of the publisher’s titles not merely those to which the CSU subscribes. It turns out to be an excellent deal for those CSU campuses who had never subscribed to print, as they get the chance to add 79 very expensive STM titles for the equivalent of the average price of one print subscription. Campuses already holding print subscriptions will not realize savings on the deal given the 5% premium for electronic access and the three-year contract requirement. 

The cost for the electronic is the same as print except in one significant aspect: The "access fee" of 106% should be multiplied by the "total content value" and then divided by the number of campuses who decide to participate so that we all pay an equal access fee for access to the same 79 journals. I don't think it’s fair to have the larger campuses bearing the burden when we will all benefit from the same titles.

Cost seems reasonable for campuses with print subscriptions to Marcel Dekker journals and I suspect campuses with no print subscriptions will be thrilled with the really low cost of subscribing. 

Although CSU campuses have the option of canceling their print subscriptions and paying only a portion of their print spend, they can only cancel their print subscriptions in 2004. Although this might make the accounting more straight forward, it is not clear how many campuses can afford in the current budget crisis to maintain the print (even with deep discounts) and pay for the online. 

It is not clear if we will be able to afford increased editorial cost of access as more titles are added to the database in future contract years. 

The cost seems reasonable for the amount of content. 

ACCESSIBILITY OF SERVICE: ( 3, 3, 2, 4, 4, 4, 3, 1 )
Response time was good although my browser froze when selecting the FAQ file.

Accessibility was good, with more than adequate speed of retrieving and downloading, except for a period on 3/28 when the service was inaccessible (this was at least three hours). Dekker’s use of DOI’s is a plus, since the articles would be accessible via SFX links from indexes, abstracts, and cited references elsewhere. There are some issues with ADA compliance such as no alternative text for images. 

During my evaluation time on this database, I have had a few times when I could not get on as a registered evaluator, only as a guest. And today, the system must be down in the afternoon, as I was unable to get on at all. When I have gotten on, the response time was very acceptable. I ran the database through JAWS to determine how that screen reader would work and there were minor problems. Our librarian who is a liaison to the Disability Center reported that minor coding with “alt” tags would solve many of the access problems.

I experienced no problems with connectivity and response time was adequate.

No problems here. Except for the long delays in opening PDF formats and trying to e-mail them as attachments.

I had no problems with access or connections to the service. Response time was adequate while I was using the database. 

The steps to create a login for the trial were cumbersome. Once logged in I did not experience any problems accessing the database directly. However, since Dekker is not currently compliant for OpenURK, this makes accessing their titles from indexing services using SFX impossible. It seems that Dekker is compliant for accessing using DOI (digital object identifiers), however only a few of our indexes support that option. 

I tried to do this review on Friday and got only an error message when I went to the URL. This would be unacceptable for a database that we license. 

OVERALL ASSESSMENT: ( 2, 2, 2, 3, 2, 3, 2, 2 ) ( Average Score = 2.25 )
The Marcel-Dekker e-journal collection has a limited product base of specialized journals with shallow backfiles. The value would be higher if more content was made available or if the cost was reduced.

While these are important journals, their potential usefulness is limited to a relatively small portion of CSU library users. I just don’t see this package as a high priority. The web site would need some customization to be more useful to us: links to encyclopedias, books, and categories without journal content would need to be masked, and the ability to display an entire article at once in HTML would be a helpful addition.

The search interface needs major work. The journals are very scholarly and some of the faculty at this university replied that it would be good if we had access to them, but not top priority. If the search interface added more features, I think the faculty would be more inclined to change their ranking to a higher priority. 

I have many objections to the search interface. I’d like to see some of these problems addressed before an offer went out to the campuses. In particular, the product needs help documentation, and it needs to address its accessibility issues. However, because it offers a flip-pricing arrangement and a respectable selection of STM titles, I feel the product still merits the system’s consideration.

Generally the interface seems like it was made more for lab users and faculty researchers rather than for mass student (undergraduate and graduate) campus use.

I would like to see the search interface improved (Boolean operators added between search boxes, HTML not broken up into multiple screens, frames not used on HTML format, etc.). Help screens and/or a user’s manual needs to be added to the service. Until changes are made to the search interface, I don’t see anyone searching the database except for known journal titles. I would also hope that the titles would be added to the SFX database and stable article level links would be available as well. IP authentication should be added instead of requiring that one register and set up “My Workspace” to access the full text titles. If registration continues to be a requirement, how would patrons get the Institution/Society code necessary to register?

The ‘overall assessment’ was difficult to calculate since only whole numbers are allowed. I recommend providing access to content electronically to support our students and faculty who often need to work remotely. However, I am concerned that access to the specific titles through indexes may not be well supported. Nor did I like the output of the HTML pages into smaller sections which needed to be printed one at a time. It seemed laborious and unnecessary. With modifications of their interface and SFX compatibility, I would recommend this database.

I didn't find this to be an exceptional product. At this time, I'd rather retain the print subscriptions.

Rating for home campus only: ( 2, 1, 2, 3, 2, 3, 3, 2 )
The Marcel-Dekker product would not be attractive to our campus because of our limited graduate studies. Unless the cost were lowered, pay-on-demand would likely be more feasible. Only a few of the Dekker titles would have an audience.

My campus has a print subscription to only one of these journals, and we would not be likely to subscribe to this package. (It’s not that many of these journals would not be occasionally useful—especially to faculty and graduate students—but that we have a long wish list of core journals that we have not yet been able to afford).

Besides the search interface, I am concerned about the open URL situation. Documentation on the Dekker website says they are working on a patch to SilverLinker. To make this database work for us, we need the ability to link to SFX now. I am also concerned about the lack of email capabilities. On a positive note, the cost is not too steep and would bring more full text scholarly journals to our faculty and students.

Our campus is one of the largest subscribers to the Dekker titles. We have been actively trying to convert our print subscriptions to electronic, and we are constantly under pressure to provide more titles in the hard sciences. I think our interest would be high, particularly if the worst problems with the search interface could be addressed.

The price is so reasonable considering that the addition of 79 full text journals to our journal collection far outweighs any deficiencies in using the database as a search tool. Like so many of our full text journal databases, the search interface is a lower priority to most of our users since they will find references to Marcel-Dekker titles in established bibliographic databases. IP authentication needs to be an option, however, for my campus to consider subscribing.

If we had the funds I would seriously consider it.


