EAR Committee Review
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April 2005

The CSU Libraries, Electronic Access to Information Resources Committee (EAR) undertook a two-week "hands-on" study of Readex Digital Collections.  Readex is a division of NewsBank, Inc. Since 1948, Readex has published historical collections. Readex has embarked on a series of projects to create a digital Archive of Americana by combining searchable text and digital images with Internet delivery. From the formative years of the American nation to its more recent history, the resource provides historical primary source material. 

Each EAR committee member independently, or in concert with other qualified professionals on their campus library staff, reviewed and evaluated the following Readex collections:

Early American Imprints, Series I.  Evans (1639-1800)

Early American Imprints, Series II. Shaw-Shoemaker (1801-1819)

Early American Newspapers (1690-1876)

U.S. Congressional Serial Set (1817-1980) with American State Papers (1789-1838) 

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 Readex products only.



INFORMATION DATABASE

Average Score 3.50 

(Individual Scores: 4, 3, 3, 3, 4, 4, 4, 3)
Rationale: 

As an information database, this is good.  

This is the kind of product that librarians covet.  Full text, historical, and, because the subject matter, wide in scope of coverage.  The content itself is already owned by several CSU libraries - for example the serials set or early American imprints on microfiche.  The challenge with these older formats is that they are difficult to find and use; therefore generally their use has been limited to serious historical scholars only.  The online product, on the other hand, could potentially be used by a broader audience, including undergraduate students in history or journalism.  As each campus in the CSU has at most only 1-3 colonial history scholars and grad students, evaluating the potential for a broader pool of users is important in evaluating this product.  This possibility of broader use is interesting but not yet a proven need, and not likely to happen unless the campus library makes a strong outreach effort to campus faculty to more strongly integrate the use of primary docs into GE type classes.

A couple of drawbacks - the content set for a core product, the serials set, is not yet complete, and in my opinion has not yet reached the half full rather than half empty mark. (I should note that it bothered me a little that the title page for the serials set indicating 1817-1980 was so much more prominent than the side note that only materials from 1817 through 1866 were included.  If undergrads to use this tool they will certainly think they are searching all the way up to 1980).

Somewhat more troubling is that the overall product is somewhat weaker in Western and California materials than in the east.  The serials set contains interesting material from a key time in California history even in its unfinished state, but the newspaper databases are more limited.

Even with these limitations, looking at content alone, this would be something that most libraries would add if they could.

The four databases that comprise this product represent an impressive effort to make a very large body of digitized and fully searchable historical materials related to early American history available to scholars.  The two series of early American imprints are based on the authoritative Evans and Shaw-Shoemaker bibliographies and together provide a comprehensive database of approximately 72,000 digitized books, pamphlets, and broadsides, representing nearly the entire extant U.S. publication output from the period, 1639-1819.  Supplementing the imprint collection is a third collection of approximately 125 early American newspapers.  The final database includes the U.S. Congressional Serial Set (currently covering volumes published between 1817 and 1866).  The Evans collection is the only complete set; Shaw-Shoemaker is near completion, and the others are in progress.  The importance of the first three databases to the study of early American history can probably not be overstated. The Serial Set database is also a major boon to American history researchers: unlike the 20th century Serial Set composed largely of congressional materials, the 19th c. Serial Set contains numerous executive branch monographs, which have not been widely available in the past.

The overall impression of the Evans, Shaw Shoemaker, Early American Newspapers and the Serial Set was very positive.  Having had experience with the microform products and the microprint, librarians were strongly attracted to the online PDF formats.  The addition of maps, and graphs in the Serial Set was commented upon favorably.  The coverage would address the needs of our graduate students, and professors, but also those students with an assignment requiring a primary document component.  There was some concern that since some of these resources are not frequently accessed in their current form, would they be that much more utilized in the PDF format.  This would of course depend on the marketing of the product to the various disciplines.  The librarians saw use for these databases across numerous disciplines.  The retrospective coverage of these products makes a wealth of information, in a highly desirable format, available to our researchers and their classes.

The content of the Readex databases is well proven. Many of the CSU libraries have some portions of this content in older formats that are still used: microcard/fiche/film. 

There is nothing that compares to the Early American Imprints Evans and Shaw series and the content of these databases is exceptional. Similarly the value of the Congressional Serial Set cannot be overrated for historical research. The content value of the Early American Newspapers may be less on the whole than the Evans/Shaw series at least until the database expands to contain western newspapers (perhaps Alta California, the Call, etc) although the current contents are good for colonial periods and the early republic. 

Content is entirely primary source historical documents which are very valuable to undergraduate, graduate, and professional study. The bibliographic citation if fully searchable as is the full text.

The Readex databases will provide access to a massive repository of materials previously not easily available to most CSU students and faculty. These collections are universally recognized for their research value but in previous formats probably attractive to only the most persistent of students and scholars.  

Exceptional content and range of content; the date of update indicates that this is an actively tended resource.  Full text access to this material--downloadable in a few formats--is very nice and would be used by our patrons (probably much more than the microform versions are currently being used).  While there may be varying need for the individual collections in this product, I expect it would be very valuable to the CSU as a whole.

Functions well, content is wonderful, coverage is great and the databases would be a great addition to the CSU system except its price is too much for us.   


SEARCH INTERFACE

Average Score 3.25 

(Individual Scores: 4, 2, 4, 3, 3, 3, 4, 3)
Rationale: 

Search interface allows users easily moved about without any problems.

The interface challenges of a product that brings together such a wide range of disparate information types is considerable.  In addition, for primary content like this, there may exist very different user types - the primary user the history scholar, with general use undergraduates as a secondary group.  These users have different search needs that need to be balanced.  When viewed using normal browser technology (i.e., not assistive tech tools), the product interface succeeds in this well.  Both searching and browsing modes seem thoughtfully crafted and robust.  The subject browsing mode (probably the search mode that users less familiar with the content would find most useful - is presented right from the top search screens and the descriptors appear to minimize technical terminology.  The searching mode too, is right at the top.  One potential problem with offering of so many access points right from the top pages is that the pages are very link heavy - there is a tremendous amount going on each page, with multiple navigation regions even on the content pages.  This could be confusing to anyone for whom the content is unfamiliar, and it is worse than confusing when a screen reader is used - it is unwieldy and hardly usable.  

I used Jaws and the Serials Set in my tests, and ran into three major difficulties.

1) Each page included multiple (hundreds) of links to other pages within the site - either subject links of page links within a document.  These links were difficult to navigate, and most importantly, impossible to skip altogether when using a screen reader.  For example, a content page in the serials set contained 3-4 content regions organized in a table:  a top header region, a list of links on the left to different pages of the document and the actual content of the document on the right, page by page.  The document that I examined had over 700 links on the left.  The screen reader reads up->down, left->right, so I had to tab through all of these links to get to the content.  To improve, the database this link heavy should include a link allowing users of screen readers to skip internal content links.  In addition, it would make more sense to put the real meat of the product - the content itself - in the most, not least accessible portion of the screen.

2) The screen reader would not read to displayed PDF content on the screen. As the option for "full text searching" is available on this product, there must be a text equivalent attached, so that this problem comes up is troubling. 

3) I was unable to navigate to the search box and successfully enter a search using jaws and keyboard commands only.  As I was able to use only keyboard commands (i.e., tab and typing) when I turned off Jaws, I interpret this difficulty to be a software integration problem with the two.

A great deal of work has been put into the search interface for this product in an effort to make it both easy to use for the novice user and powerful for the advanced searcher.  For the novice, the databases makes browsing (by for instance genre, subject, author, printer/bookseller, and place of publication) easy, while the advanced user may make use of more advanced techniques like fielded searching, Boolean and proximity operators, and phrase searching.  The result screens make navigating through individual documents intuitive by providing the document structure in the left-hand margin.  Each page image in which a search term is found is highlighted in the left hand margin, as are the search terms themselves within the page images that display.  The results page allows searching within the results set. One challenge involved in searching full-text material from the early American period is the lack of standardization in spelling; it would be nice if the database could do more than provide tips on wildcard searching to deal with non-standard spelling.

The reviewers were surprised at how easy this database was to navigate compared to our reproduction databases that they have encountered.  The search interfaces, simple and advanced, provided adequate opportunities for limiting to specific types of documents and for selecting separate parts of a document to search.  Having the topics arrayed for browsing on the opening screens where appropriate, invited the reviewers to explore areas of interest without having to immediately jump into one of the searches.  The ease of navigation was mentioned across all of the databases and this may be because of the contrast between these products and their microform counterparts.  

The interface is very well thought out and adaptive. The differentiation of content into tabbed lists makes use very intuitive and the default to limit and search with the retrieved sets make narrowing and modifying searches very simple. Subject browsing is very easy and the categories and subcategories are logical and appropriate. 

The ability to select documents to add to  “My Collection” which could then be emailed to my email account and copied and pasted taking advantage of the durable URLs provides a valuable alternative to linking directly to documents in syllabi or WebCT/Blackboard applications. Citation indexing seems very complete and is perhaps the most useful tool for locating useful information also, though in some of the very large documents in the Serial Set it is hard to locate the pertinent sections of the document. 

I do not understand the utility of the NewsBank Special Reports displaying across the home page. I certainly would not be logging into a historical database for information on current events, but this may be a quirk of the trial interface and not the subscriber set up.

In general, I like the thought given to developing the interface. The search interface is straightforward and visually attractive.  It seems to be easy to use both for searching and browsing. The clickable index tabs (e.g., subject, author, genre, congress, etc.) that enable the browsing of documents by category would be especially useful for users who aren’t quite sure how to develop their search strategy and provide an additional avenue for locating information beyond the simple search and advanced search functions.  The ability to access to documents which have tables, maps, and illustrations in the Serial Set is another useful feature, and the boxes used to mark these limiters are easy to find. The full citations also include useful hyperlinks. 

Although the help screen provides an explanation some users may be puzzled about trying to bring up an entire document to print cover to cover (download pages link) since this use of terminology is not consistent with most of our other databases.  Users may initially hit the “print page” button and then wonder why they’re getting only the one page, even though this result is correct for the options/terminology presented.

The system sometimes seems to have too good a memory.  I have re-logged into a database, e.g., Early American Newspapers, and found that my previous date checks were still there.  This could throw the next user’s search off if s/he does not scroll down the page and see the checks.  Also, when working in the same database in the same session, users have to be careful in subsequent searches.  For example, when going from an opened full-text document and then trying to begin a new search, the user may look at the top of the page and use the “new edit search” link and not realize that s/he may have to clear limiters from a previous search if using this route to return to a page to input a new search.  

Browsing menus are nicely developed and provide an easy point of access to the subject matter.  The search interface is straightforward and intuitive at first glance, although the default selection "search within results" makes one's second search problematic--if the user doesn't hit the 'new search' link, she is automatically searching within the first result set (which is confusing).  The 'breadcrumb' navigation that allows users to quickly navigate back to the beginning of the search screens (or home) is helpful.  I'm tempted to say that the interface isn't completely intuitive since some of our users will require help... but I don't think most of them will.

It's easy enough to use.  There may be some difficulty, teaching undergraduates about alternative spellings for some words, but there is a clear link to help files.  



USER SUPPORT SERVICES

Average Score 3.13

(Individual Scores: 3, 3, 3, 3, 2, 4, 4, 3)
Rationale: 

The help screens were informative and fine. It took me a moment how to navigate through help with the left navigation bar.

Help links available and offered from consistent location at top of page. One drawback - the formatting of the help pages was totally unlike the formatting for the database itself, which was somewhat disorienting (i.e., different font, odd layout).

There are help screens available for each product describing how to use the product, search tips, and contact information including an email address and telephone numbers for support.  In addition to the formal help screens, contextualized searching tips are available to the right of the search screen.  I found that these search tips often answered my questions about searching without having to dig into the documentation.

During our review there was no need to contact Support Services, but we did speak with the vendor regarding new features that were being incorporated into the various components of this package

Help pages are useful and concise, although the interface is very complete and intuitive barely requiring help. Email and printing help were useful as were the citation formatting and references sections. The help documents are specific to each content collection and not generalized. The advanced search help basically just adds some limiting features (like by date) to the simple search method. Commands are limited to Boolean operators and proximity searches. I didn’t notice truncation as an option or advice on nesting search terms.

Each of the databases has a clearly marked help button and search hints area.  Instructions for the most part seem to be clear.  Since spelling has changed over time, it was especially helpful to see instructions on spelling variants. Printing and downloading instructions on the help page seemed to be wordy but do answer questions that users may have. Questions regarding the citation of sources are common so the instructions included in the help pages are a plus; however, the citation page would be more useful to students if they had been developed specifically for the resources in these databases, i.e., more examples using the materials found in these databases.

Both email and toll-free phone assistance are available to users.  A live person immediately answers the 800-line and offers to assist with questions.

Good documentation available online; the "Contact Us" link provides a phone number that users can call (I didn't call, so I didn't try it first hand).  The written documentation is both comprehensive and well written; the 'Why is this a good search' sections in the training materials are helpful in illustrating main points.  The help pages were well designed (both content and layout) and easy to use; unfortunately, they were not context-sensitive so the user is required to slog through a lot of text rather than being given help directed at her current situation (although the navigation of the help menu was very useful in finding answers quickly).

There was no indication that the vendor supplies training from this site.

Documentation is adequate.  Telephone help is available.


COST

Average Score 1.75 

(Individual Scores: 1, 1, 2, 3, 1, 3, 2, 1)
Rationale: 

Too high

The pricing is extremely high, and for most campuses would be unrealistic even in good years (which we are not in).  The pricing appears to be based on some idea of the inherent value of the content to an ideal user, rather than on either what our system could afford to pay given our more limited use and more limited funds.

Given the large amount and high quality of the primary source material made available through these databases, the cost is probably reasonable.  Unfortunately, many CSU campuses will not have the critical mass of early American Studies-related courses/students/faculty necessary to justify the cost of even one of these databases, much less the combined cost of all four.  It would help if the ongoing annual costs were lower, since one-time monies do occasionally materialize, and these historical materials do not become dated.

While the products bring with them a huge collection of information, it is not regularly used and it therefore difficult to determine the level of activity that they would generate by our professors.  Keeping the Annual Access Fees as low as possible, since this ongoing cost will be one more addition to an already strapped budget for electronic services was also a concern.  At this point, and with our budget still in flux, our campus would not be able to make the commitment to purchase the Readex product.  

While I find the initial cost of the databases to be high, I do appreciate the relatively low long-term maintenance cost. With the exception of the Early American Newspaper Database, which is, still growing and adding content and so inevitably the cost will increase over time the long term costs or annual maintenance fees are reasonable. The problem of course is the very high initial fees. Although I think the Readex databases are very high quality, well thought out, and well presented I think across the CSU their use would be relatively low. They are very content specific, that is, focused on historical primary source content and obviously a vast improvement over the microcard/microfiche collections that many of us have but still not a common, high demand type of content. I may creep along on my microcard collections until the readers finally die. If there were a process to negotiate a pool of simultaneous users across the system as a whole and purchase this on a model similar to the CDL for instance, then I would be all for it. I don’t doubt that 20 users across the 20+ campuses would be sufficient.

The databases provide a wealth of resources which previously were not readily available for widespread use in the CSU but would be very accessible with the Readex databases.  Given the nature of the project, costs are probably reasonable.  However, the one-time costs are more than most of the CSU libraries can afford in the current budget climate.  Getting past this initial barrier, the annual access fees seem affordable.  

Although the prices seem high, it's mainly because it is essentially a one-time (very large) purchase for either the Evans or the Serials Set with small annual maintenance costs thereafter.  It was suggested that we wouldn't have the funding for these titles at the current times but would be hopeful that the Chancellor's Office has end of year funds that it would be willing to put toward the purchase of these materials (either to purchase them outright or to lower the purchase costs for the campuses).  Every campus can use Evans and the Serials Set.  

This is an extremely pricey product.  I consulted with two other campuses who agreed with this assessment.  All of us would love to have the content but we can make do with sources available freely on the Internet (i.e. American Memory, MOA, AMDocs, University of Oklahoma’s US Historical Documents, etc.)



ACCESSIBILITY OF SERVICE

Average Score 3.25

(Individual Scores: 2, 4, 4, 3, 3, 3, 4, 3)
Rationale: 

Connection was fine, but not sure about loading the images at home.  Printing PDF file was not working properly.  On the screen images and the printed ones were different.  Some of the scanned pages are in poor quality and hard to read.  Don't know about ADA accessibility.

I ran into no difficulties with access other than the accessibility problems discussed above.

I found this product extremely quick and responsive considering that these are databases of page images.  I experienced no noticeable slowness even when moving quickly around a thousand-page monograph.  The quality of some of the page images was less than perfect, but the ability to zoom into pages allowed me to decipher text with smudges or other imperfections in the originals.  The product seems stable and reliable.

The service was accessible to all of the reviewers who took part in this review and the response times seemed adequate.  There was a concern voiced about how they serve up their PDF files and how long it took to receive small 6-8 page PDFs compared to other services, which seem to be much quicker at delivering much larger documents, much more quickly.  There was also some question about how the NewsBank interface handled the displaying of PDF one page at a time or the entire document.  It seems rather non-intuitive in how a user has to ask for the entire PDF of a document.  

I had no problems with access to any of the databases while on my campus network. I did not have the opportunity to try it from off campus or over a modem connection. I was able to access and save in all the available file options: PDF, email and printing functionalities worked without a hitch.  Page functionality was excellent with the exception of the high resolution map reader which I found lacked instruction on how to use and which displayed inconsistently, sometimes the navigation controls never loaded or displayed (in Firefox) other than that I used the databases in both the Internet Explorer and in Firefox and experienced no difficulty with either. Response time was very fast for most documents and only occasionally slow on some of the larger maps.

During the times the databases were reviewed, access to the databases appeared to be stable and reliable.  Occasionally, response times in bringing up a document or clicking on a page to view a section (e.g., in Early American Newspapers) seemed somewhat sluggish, but this was not really a big issue. Some server errors were received when searching or attempting to print.

System worked well for me each time I used it with adequate response time.

Product is reliable, stable and response time is adequate.



OVERALL ASSESSMENT

Average Score 2.63

(Individual Scores: 3, 2, 3, 3, 2, 3, 4, 1 )
Comments: 

The price was the biggest barrier to a positive overall rating, although problems with the coverage and interface also came up.  

In addition, the content overlaps to a large extent with free online searchable content provided by the American Memory Project and the Making of America Project, both out of the Library of congress.  The READEX product will be far more comprehensive, and in the product literature they note that it will contain not only the "dramatic" documents but the "dreary" ones too.  Obviously, a historical scholar would need the comprehensive tool, but for more general use, such as anticipated in the CSU, the question arises as to whether the more powerful tool is really needed, or whether the LOC products would serve the same need.

The quality and usefulness of the materials for upper division students, graduate-level students, and faculty specializing in early American history makes it worthwhile to offer these databases to the campuses.  It is likely, however, that the product will prove to be either too specialized or costly for most campuses to afford.

At this point, while it is a strong product, our campus does not have the resources to include this in our coming year's budget.  

Access to these collections would be beneficial for anyone doing research in early American history, literature, religion, geography, politics, and nearly every area of social studies. For most of our campuses however, the cost is going to be prohibitive in our current budgetary situation. I am torn between ranking this high because of the value of the content and low because of the unrealistic pricing for our system.

These are specialized databases.  For campuses where students are using primary materials and doing in-depth research in early American history to even the recent past, the Readex databases may become an invaluable resource offering a fascinating look at American history.  

The cost seems to be the largest obstacle for this campus and may be for other campuses as well.  

RE: MARC - no ability to review the MARC records (but I've got some volunteers who would do so if you have any available).

RE: ADA - I did not do a formal ADA review of this product but did note that all of the PDFs I downloaded were not searchable (so no full-text surrogate is available for ADA software to read).

RE: Counter/Statistics - No idea.

Great product, too pricey for us.



Rating for home campus only

Average Score 2.00

(Individual Scores: 1, 2, 2, 2, 2, 2, 4, 1)
Comments based on utility for home campus: 

As much as I would like to have it as a research resource database, the cost is prohibitive and I can't justify having it.

In this matter, I think that the issues that my home campus would encounter are similar to those of the system as a whole.

We have had at least one faculty request for access to the early American newspapers database, but it is unlikely we would be able to justify purchasing any of the four databases included in this product at this time given the size of our early American history program.

Currently we cannot support the addition of any of the component products to our electronic resources collection.  We are attempting to reevaluate some of our own electronic priorities and this product would be further down the list for us at this point.

As we are viewing four separate content areas I would rank each differently. Based on content alone I would rank the Evans and Shaw-Shoemaker very high followed by the U.S. Serial Set and then the Newspapers. If cost were no object I would try to acquire them all. With cost as it is though I am afraid there is no potential at this time for my campus even though I know our faculty and student use Evans regularly coming up with $xxx for the combined Evans/Shaw-Shoemaker is a fantasy. There are far to many other disciplines with higher demand that would capitalize better on that kind of money.

Based on the type of questions received and the research projects that students have (both current and past), these products would not be selected at Dominguez Hills, as usage would be extremely low.  Although the Readex databases appear to be very user friendly and support a wide range of topics in American history and culture, this would not be an effective use of library funds.

We want it.  We just don't know that we can pay for it at this point.

