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Introduction

W ORKSHOP ON ONLINE DATABASES, INFORMATION SERVICES  
AND W EBSITES FROM THE USER EDUCATION PERSPECTIVE

By

Paul Rolfe
W olfson (O cean Sciences) Library, University o f W ales Bangor, W ales

Thank you fo r the invitation to  share our ideas on user education. I find EURASLIC, 
BIASLIC  and IAM SLIC  m eetings beneficia l because I meet a very varied group o f librarians, 
from  m any d iffe rent types o f libraries, w ith  d iffe rent in terests and preoccupations. It's very 
useful fo r m e to  be rem inded tha t not all libraries are un ivers ity  libraries.

Som ething we all have in com m on, w h ich  m any previous speakers have referred to, is that 
w e are  now  going through a period o f rapid and profound change in librarianship. I 
rem em ber being to ld th is a t library school, tw enty three years ago, before the W W W  had 
been d ream t of. Though it's d ifficu lt to believe this now, the profound change in the 
pro fessiona l life o f lib rarians at tha t tim e w as the appearance o f the  second edition o f the 
A ng lo - Am erican Cata logu ing Rules. As we now  know, even m ore profound changes have 
com e s ince then. PCs have appeared on everyone 's desk, un iversity libraries provide them  
in large num bers fo r the ir users, and there is ready access to the Internet, the W W W  and 
databases o f all kinds.

For librarians w ork ing in universities, the Internet has brought about a revolution in the area 
o f user education. It has vastly  increased the sub jec t m atte r o f librarianship, and, 
consequently, the am ount o f in form ation which we have to  g ive to  our students when we 
teach them  literature searching skills. In practice, we have tended to focus on teaching them 
how  to  use b ib liograph ic databases, though as this w orkshop has rem inded me, there are 
o the r kinds o f database, and w hen I am back at w ork I w ill review  the em phasis which I give 
to  b ib liograph ic databases.

The reasons fo r focussing on b ib liograph ic databases are:

•  They are the successors to  printed indexes and abstracts, a fundam enta l part o f 
lib rarianship, and literature searching is a core skill needed by students and academ ics.

•  A part from  the ir basic usefu lness, unlike m any W W W  sources, b ib liograph ic databases 
are re la tive ly stable.

There are, o f course, upgrades and developm ents, but it is, all the sam e, possib le to prepare 
teaching m ateria ls, and to  be reasonably certa in when the tim e com es to  use them , tha t the 
databases they  re la te to , w on 't have changed beyond all recognition. (Som etim e a database 
supp lie r will m ake changes during the sum m er: this is p recise ly the period when we are 
revising our m ateria ls fo r the com ing session. On the w hole, though changes aren't m ade 
overn ight and w ithout warning).
But W W W  sites as w e know, are tinkered w ith, com e and go, a re  g iven tota l makeovers, 
pages a re  som etim es "unde r construction" fo r long periods, links can d isappear, and the site 
des igner can give free reign to  his o r her creativity. In lib rary instruction about the W W W  
draw  the users' attention to the types o f m ateria ls and fac ilities tha t they m ay find re levant
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and usefu: m arine and aqua tic  organisations' websites, re levant datasets, e lectron ic 
journa ls, sub ject gateways, to g ive the users som e starting points fo r looking fo r in form ation 
on the W W W .

W ith b ib liograph ic databases, on the o ther hand, we g ive m ore system atic  and detailed 
instruction. W e try  to  ensure that each student, a t an appropria te  tim e in his o r her degree 
course is g iven a grounding in literature searching skills is taught how  to use the appropria te  
b ib liograph ic databases fo r the ir subject. W e  do th is by preparing step-by-step guides to 
each database, w ith  exam ples o f searches, and the  students w ork through these, in a 
com pute r room , w ith  a librarian in attendance to  g ive help if necessary. (W e are always 
gratefu l if a database supp lie r provides docum enta tion w hich w e can adapt, or use 
unchanged).O ne po in t w e try to  em phasise to  o u r users is tha t using a b ib liographic 
database is a transferrab le  skill. Despite the d ifferences in appearance, fo rm a t and layout, 
they can learn to see beyond the surface o f th ings and be aware tha t it is possib le to do 
m ore o r less the sam e th ings on each database; if they know  how to  search one, they know 
how  to  search them  all. Tha t is the core o f our user education, though it is put in the larger 
con text o f the full range o f literature searching techniques.

Before preparing a gu ide to a database, w e m ust o f course evaluate it, and insofar as it's 
possib le to  find a m ag ic  fo rm ula , a checklist o f item s to  consider in evaluating a database, 
w e 've  reduced it to  these  four.

•  Coverage

•  Access

•  Refinem ents

•  H ow  to  search

T he  firs t is are fa irly  unproblem atic. W e ask: Does th is database index the core jou rna ls  in a 
fie ld?  How fa r  back in tim e does it go? W hich departm ents in the university is it o f 
re levance to?

For the second w e are concerned w ith  ease o f access. W e have a large num ber o f 
databases that w e encourage students to  use, so  the few e r obstacles to  accessing the 
database, the better. Ideally, w e pre fer IP address recognition , w ith  no passwords, and the 
fac ility  fo r o ff-cam pus access, eg from  a PC at home.

By "re finem ents" is m eant facilities such as thesauri and indexes, which help the user to 
develop a search, and a lso  any additional, specia lised fie lds which the  records in a database 
m igh t have. Exam ples o f these would be geographical area fie lds, or the fie lds in som e life 
sciences databases which m ake it possib le to search on taxonom ic te rm s a t d iffe rent levels. 
Users need to be m ade aware o f any features o f th is nature. Easy-to-use help screens and 
docum enta tion  are  a lso a re finem ent which w e and our users appreciate.

"H ow  to search" is the m ost im portant question to  consider in preparing deta iled instructions 
fo r using a database. W e  need to  note the special fea tures, the advantages and 
d isadvan tages o f the database, and any w ays in which it m igh t d iffe r from  earlie r databases, 
o r from  the users expectations.
W e ask: Is it se lf-ev iden t how  to  begin a search? How se lf-ev ident is it? - (W ith 
w e ll-designed search softw are it is c lear a t a g lance how to  begin a search). Does the user 
need to look a t the help screens before he or she can even begin a search?  Is there 
anyth ing contrary to  expecta tions? Is there anyth ing which in add ition to being contrary to
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expectations, the  user could be unaware of, and so not apprecia te  how  the search stra tegy 
is operating.

On th is question o f "expectations", tha t is, assum ptions m ade by a  user on the basis o f 
experience w ith  o the r databases, I am  not saying tha t s im p ly  because som eth ing has been 
done  up till now, in the design o f search software, tha t it should be perpetuated, and becom e 
a standard - (the  Q W E R TY  keyboard is a c lassic exam ple o f a standard tha t is not the ideal 
arrangem ent). My v iew  is tha t w hat has been done a lready m ay be w ha t com m on sense 
w ould suggest, and if so, softw are designers should not m ake changes sole ly fo r the sake o f 
change. The ideal shape fo r the wheel has probab ly been arrived at, so there is little po in t in 
try ing a d iffe ren t shape.

The partic ipants then d iv ided into sm alle r groups to  assess six databases o f various types, 
and the w orkshop concluded w ith a report to the fu ll m eeting from  each group.

The databases assessed were:

•  E lsevie r - O ceanbase
•  A S FA  from  C am bridge Scientific  Abstracts
•  FAO W ebsite
• W AVES-C anada, Dept. O f O ceans and F isheries Database
•  IOC W ebsite
•  oneF ish C om m unity D irectory
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