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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 SciFinder Scholar, a desktop research tool designed for use by students and faculty to access information in the Chemical Abstracts Service (CAS) databases. 

The Chemical Abstracts Service is a division of the American Chemical Society. Its product, SciFinder Scholar, provides 'point-and-click' access to the bibliographic and abstract information from the CAS databases. These databases are a source of both patent and journal references including: patents from 35 patent-granting organizations around the world; more than 8,000 scientific journals and; published scientific research from 1907 to the present. Introduced in 1998, SciFinder Scholar has been installed at nearly 500 universities including the majority of top chemistry graduate programs in the US. SciFinder Scholar provides access to more than 19.1 million organic and inorganic substances and 16.3 million sequences in the CAS Registry, the world's largest source of chemical substance information. 

The CAS databases are diverse in their coverage. Among the scientific literature for which records are accessible online are many studies in fields other than chemistry. In addition to strict chemistry, CA content also includes the chemical aspects of agriculture, biology, education, history, mathematics, astronomy, biotechnology, engineering, materials, medicine, archaeology, economics, geoscience, metallurgy and, physics. Additionally, SciFinder Scholar can now link directly from references within the database to the full-text of electronic scientific journals on the web and in-house library holdings. 

Each EAR committee member independently, or in concert with other qualified professionals on their campus library staff, reviewed and evaluated SciFinder Scholar. 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 SciFinder Scholar only: 

INFORMATION DATABASE: ( 3, 4, 4, 4, 4, 4, 4 ) 

SciFinder Scholar has many good features and is relatively easy to use. The content and coverage seem good. One feature that would be nice is linking to the full-text of journals in other science databases like ScienceDirect and Wiley InterScience. Another helpful feature would be links to our local holdings. 

The inclusion of four databases (CAPlus, MEDLINE, Registry, and CASREACT) provides excellent coverage of the broad field of chemistry (and some coverage outside of chemistry. Searching by organization, I found two articles by a literature professor on my campus which were indexed in MEDLINE because they were published in psychiatry journals. The possibilities of the "ChemPort" as an open-URL aware SFX "source" increase the value of the database by enabling direct links from references to full-text content. 

Great databases but for the non-science major, a little difficult to use properly. It would be a wonderful addition for physical science students and faculty. It has bibliographic and full text capabilities though I couldn't get my system to open up the full text links. Our chemistry librarian writes: "SciFinder Scholar is the service my Chemistry and Biochemical faculty have been asking for. A service which allows them to search CAS via the web with the ease and expertise currently offered only via telnet and, outside the library, only to faculty. At the barest minimum, SciFinder Scholar would open up the CAS databases to all the students who need the wide-spread and evaluated references to support their research, that only CAS offers." "The software was user-friendly and responsive, making it usable to science students without the intense training necessary now. The hotlinks to references and to related searches is very attractive, as is the Table of Contents aspects as well as others which were offered (molecular formula, chemical structure, and CAS Registry Number searches, etc.)." "SciFinder Scholar combines many of the services from several different vendors, CAS's CA and Reg files, ISI's Web of Science, MEDLINE, hot links to journal articles which other vendors also offer, and Table of Contents and links, all in one convenient place." 

SciFinder Scholar is the Chemical Abstract Service's (CAS) interface to the complete CAPlus database (1907->) and Registry File, both of which are the MOST important databases of chemical literature. In addition, it also searches several other important databases; MEDLINE, CASREACT(synthetic organic research), CHEMLIST(regulated chemical listing), and CHEMCATS(online chemical catalogs). It is critical that CSU students have access to Chemical Abstracts. According to the Committee on Professional Training of the American Chemical Society, "Chemical Abstracts (hard copy or online) must be part of the collection, and access must be to full abstracts, not merely titles." The only way to get access to full abstracts is through CAS. SciFinder Scholar is the easiest to use interface to that database. Other interfaces to the abstracts include (1) STN on the Web which requires that students know how to search using native commands and (2) STN Easy. 

SciFinder Scholar has much functionality of importance to chemistry students and faculty including a cited reference search (though I don't know how extensive this is). The ability to draw chemical substances is very neat, though beyond my expertise. 

SciFinder Scholar offers the most complete research tool for anyone involved in chemical research. This system indexes over 8,000 journals, patents (worldwide), conference proceedings and books. Besides its impressive bibliographic database, SciFinder Scholar offers a chemical substance component. In doing this evaluation, I was unable to access this part of SciFinder Scholar, due to computer difficulties at my campus. This review then is based on the bibliographic database. The coverage of material related to this subject is very impressive. Because the database is so comprehensive, the material is useful not only to chemistry students and faculty but also to all areas of science research. 

The bulk of the content here is Chemical Abstracts, certainly familiar to everyone, but the really nifty part is the many ways in which it has been made searchable. Access to MEDLINE, CAS Registry, CASREACT, CHEMCATS, and CHEMLIST is also included. 

SEARCH INTERFACE: ( 3, 3, 3, 3, 4, 3, 4 ) 

The interface is intuitive and relatively easy to use. According to 'help', SciFinder Scholar doesn't support truncation of boolean searching, though in another section of help there's a section on "Use of AND and OR." It seems to handle these functions automatically behind the scenes in some fashion. Perhaps this is just a librarian's perspective, but it would be nice to have the option of doing a "traditional" boolean search. I'm not sure how having to download the program and install it on each computer will work for our users. Will they be able to connect remotely (i.e., from off campus)? Will they be able to obtain and install the program easily? 

The variety of search methods provides access for both expert and novice searchers. The "research topic" method, because of the size of the database, is likely to return too many results, even after narrowing. Lack of authority control for authors and company/organization names makes those searches likely to miss references. The substance/reaction and document identifier searches enable knowledgeable searchers to focus with greater precision. 

My ranking is lower because I am a non-science librarian and the database is specialized in its functionality, terminology and data. However, even for a non-science librarian, it was rather intuitive to work my way around the database. 

The interface is intuitive but clunky to use. Having taught native command searching of Chemical Abstracts to students for the last decade, I'm sure that it will be much easier to teach students to use SciFinder. However, there are a few obstacles. The first obstacle is downloading the client software to the user's computer. It would be much easier for the user if the current software could reside on the server and keep all the functionality of SciFinder Scholar. There has been extensive discussion on the CHMINF-L list about it being nearly impossible to set up proxy access to SciFinder without a lot of technical magic tricks and hard work. Even then it may not be possible to access from off-campus. (See http://listserv.indiana.edu/cgi-bin/wa?S1=chminf-l to search the archives for this discussion thread.) Another obstacle is that there are no descriptive tags for the icons beside each citation. 

A nice feature of SciFinder Scholar is the retrieval of four different answer sets (topic candidates) when a research topic is searched. The user can choose how close the terms must be in the answer set by clicking on one of the four sets. The ability to analyze and/or refine references is a very powerful option that I think will be extremely useful to students and faculty alike. Also I like the option of retrieving cited references, citing references, substances, and related information from the web using the eScience search engine. I tried to do some structure drawing and found it easier than other programs I've tried. I think this feature is extremely useful for the researcher in chemistry. It is easy to print or save results but I could not find any way to email results. Students ALWAYS want to email results to themselves. I guess they could always save the results to a file and then email the file to themselves but this seems a little cumbersome to me. 

A missing feature in SciFinder Scholar that I wish were available is the ability to copy and paste from the results screen. One cannot copy a term they would like to add to the search. They would have to write down the term and type it into the search (or save it to a file and copy it from there). These unnecessary extra steps lead to typographical errors and user frustration. 

Though this is a necessarily complex tool, I was able to navigate it quite easily as a non- scientist. If I had the subject knowledge, I am sure that I would have had no problem. Our chemistry bibliographer finds it very easy to use. 

Searching the literature was acceptable. However, limiting the search was confusing. There were two options, one of not analyzing the search and one of showing a histogram. After some searching for definitions, I was able to limit by year, type and language. The limits were not 100% successful in that the bibliographic material in this database is not uniform. In a search that I did on research on atoms prior to 1945, articles written after 1945 came up. After analyzing these, the journal citations usually had the volume number in the date area. Because of the wealth of material in this database, cleanup would be a massive undertaking. In searching the chemical agents, our chemistry librarian had to guide me through that search mechanism. Her comments were that chemistry students and faculty are quite comfortable with this section. The design of the pages is well done so that little if any training is needed with this section. 

This is an extraordinarily specialized product, but I did not find it difficult to use. I don't understand a whole lot about chemistry, but even for me the search options were extremely clear and easy to follow, with prompts at each point for the appropriate data and search criteria. I had no trouble, for example, finding patents from Genentech or articles by authors affiliated with my institution (although that particular file does not have data prior to 1987), or articles relating to the neurotoxicity of jellyfish venom. The ultracool thing is, of course, the option to draw your chemical structures, then find similar materials, reactions, etc., and locate references related to these (this option is available for an extra fee). I was never really able to figure out the drawing tools, but I attribute this to my general ignorance of chemical structures rather than any shortcomings in the tools. The choice of a microscope icon for the "View Full Record" option is painfully cute. 

My only complaints about the search interface are quite minor: The preferences selection screen takes up more screen real estate than I have available, and the "OK" and "cancel" buttons frequently were not visible, requiring a certain amount of creativity to get back to my search. If MEDLINE and CAPLUS are included in a search, it does not appear that results are de-duped, an annoyance for some kinds of searches. There does not seem to be a good way to work back through one's search history, "history" being confined to the current task only. It would be nice if a history for the current session was available. I am not completely clear about the functionality of the "full text" feature, as I was never able to make it work, even for references to journals which we should have access to online. It would be nice if SciFinder went the way of databases like MathSciNet and provided links to the journals wherever they appear on aggregators' web sites. 

USER SUPPORT SERVICES: ( 3, 3, 2, 2, 3, 3, 4 ) 

Documentation is available and useful, and the online help is also good. I don't know if there is vendor-supplied training available, and I did'nt find any telephone helpline listed anywhere. 

There is extensive online documentation with a searchable index of help topics and terms. 

Documentation seemed adequate although I couldn't get the "viewer" to open to read the help screens. I think it was a problem in the downloading of the viewer software. 

Help screens and an online guide are available which are useful and well indexed. There is a 209 page comprehensive User's Guide in pdf format that the user could print if desired. I could find no information available on a telephone helpline from the SciFinder interface although I know CAS has a toll-free helpline available for STN as well as an email link to customer service. I guess it would be up to librarians to let their users know how to call or email for help if necessary. It is possible to configure a help screen locally which could include this information as well as have links to the user guides. The SciFinder Scholar literature claims that no training is needed to use it but I am not entirely sure I agree. 

The "help" website looks extensive. I do not know if they offer on-site training, but this would be useful for librarians who will be teaching the tool. I didn't see an easy-to-find telephone number to get support. 

There are two ways to get help with this database. There is a generic help icon. This help icon leads one to a general overview of the database and frequently asked questions. The better source was the User Manual. Unfortunately it is 209 pages in Adobe Acrobat format. I wanted to look at the explanation of the bibliographic format. It was not easy to find in the user manual. This manual needs more cross references and hot links to make it more useful. Once I found my section, the definitions were well written and easy to follow. 

Comprehensive and generally clear help documentation is visible from all screens (Help opens in your web browser). 

COST ( 3, 3, 3, 3, 3, 2, 3 ) 

Compared to ISI's Web of Science, the cost of SciFinder Scholar is reasonable. 

The cost quoted for SciFinder Scholar Basic for a BS level campus is very reasonable since we have spent more than this amount in the past on the limited hours academic discount program. The cost for campuses with MS programs seems really high to me. The substructure module cost seems high and we would probably not be able to afford it. The fact that we would have unlimited hours of access would be worth getting the basic package. It is difficult to know if two simultaneous users would be enough for 3 campuses offering the BS degree but I think users would rather have the unlimited hours of usage than go back to the academic discount program with multiple login id's needed to get simultaneous use. We currently have 5 login id's so 5 users can use the database at the same time. 

The prices that I've seen are high but understandable given the work that goes into this tool. I question our ability to afford it. 

The cost is so very high for our university. We currently subscribe to SciFinder Scholar, but the impact has meant slashing our chemistry materials budget. 

Useless as it is to complain, I can only lament the fact that the sci-tech market is such that vendors can reasonably expect public educational institutions to drop this kind of cash on their products every year. Like the ISI Web of Science, this is an excellent product with no near equivalents, highly useful to researchers in this particular subject area. The price is not out of line when compared with sci-tech products generally, but in the cold hard world of library materials budgets, it is painfully expensive. Even with the considerable discount offered, it strikes me as out of the budget range of many CSU campuses. 

ACCESSIBILITY OF SERVICE: ( 4, 3, 4, 3, 4, 3, 3 ) 

Access was reliable, stable and fast. My only question is about having to download and install the software in order to access SciFinder Scholar. 

Response time is good considering the size of the results for some searches. I did run into the first-Saturday down time, which was an irritation. 

Response time and stability were excellent. The only glitch was that I could not open icons that indicated full text. 

It was a little slow at times but was reliable and stable. 

I encountered no problems with speed or connectivity. 

We had trouble installing the software. Our IT person had to contact the CAS office for assistance. Once installed it has been stable. 

It requires the download and configuration of some proprietary software for use on client machines, so this is probably not the sort of item that could be made generally available to remote users. I experienced no unusual slowness, but my computer did lock up several times while I was using SciFinder requiring me to exit the program and reopen it. The small pool of simultaneous users for the product is a concern, although I grant it is likely to be of interest mainly to faculty and graduate students, so it may not be much of a problem in practice. 

OVERALL ASSESSMENT: ( 3, 3, 3, 3, 3, 3, 4 ) ( Average Score = 3.142 ) 

Science students and faculty would love it. But is it affordable? I'd like to have been able to see what was under full text and see other software loading glitches worked out such as the inability to read links to help screens. 

I would like to see more information given on help screens or toll-free helplines. I'd also like to see the ability to copy and paste terms into a search. I think that there needs to be an easier and more intuitive way to refine your search by adding terms than the refine option allows. 

I found this to be a very useful tool for any campus with a strong chemistry program. I would like to see training available to librarians on a regional level, as well as an easy-to- find telephone number for technical support. 

The major change needed is a reduced cost or more "seats" for searching. In the help area the user's manual needs to have more cross references, hot links and if possible, content sensitive help. Despite the cost and some minor enhancements, this is a complex subject that has been well ordered by CAS. 

Despite the expense this is an excellent product likely to be of interest to campuses supporting large chemistry and related science programs. 

Rating for home campus only: ( 3, 2, 4, 4, 4, 4, 2 ) 

SciFinder Scholar's greatest value would be for faculty and graduate students. With few exceptions the database wouldn't be used by undergraduate students. We can't afford to pay this much for a product to be used primarily by faculty. 

The chemistry students have assignments that would be far more quickly answered if we acquired this database. 

The chemistry department has been asking for SciFinder Scholar for several years but we couldn't afford it at the non-consortial price. I know they would like to be given the opportunity to get unlimited hours of access to Chemical Abstracts and that students will use it. The other librarians will welcome an easier to use interface to the chemical literature that can be used during normal hours. 

Our chemists and chemistry students would love this tool. 

There are no comparable products in this field. The availability of this database for our students gives them the opportunity to use a database that is essential in the working world. This is a definite plus for our students in seeking employment after graduation. Having this database is also attractive for recruiting and maintaining faculty. Faculty are able to continue and update their research. Because of the breadth of the database, it impacts all of the sciences as well as the engineering disciplines. 

Last year, I attended a presentation of this product to CSU chemistry faculty. They were duly impressed by the functionality, duly dismayed by the price, and, particularly irked by the small pool of simultaneous users. We offer a stripped-down version of Chem Abstracts currently and would be thrilled to offer better access to our users. But even in the rosiest of budget situations, it would be difficult for us to justify the expense for a highly specialized product serving a relatively small campus population. 

	 


