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LJ INFOTECH

ONLINE DATABASES

BY CAROL TENOPIR

Where Does Online Go from Here?

WHEN [ ENTERED college in 1970,
NL.M Medlars existed and Dialog was
under development, but few would have
predicted the growth of online services
throughout the 1970s. When 1 began
writing this column in 1983, laserdiscs
existed and CD-ROM was under devel-
opment, but few would have predicted the
erowth of CD-ROM in the 1980s. And at
the beginning of the 1990s, when e-mail
and FTP were the main Intermet applica-
tions, who could envision the phenom-
enal success of the World Wide Web?
As T write this last column of the
1990s. 1 wonder where online will go
[rom here. | don't doubt that there will
be new, hot information technologies n
the first decade of the 21st century. Nor
do 1 doubt that nearly all of the infor-
mation technologies we now use (in-
cluding print-on-paper) will still exist.
A good peek at the near-term fu-
ture came at the Internet World confer-
ence, which was held in New York 1n
October. Another, perhaps more sur-
prising example came at the venerable
Frankfurt Book Fair, held every autumn.

Wearable info technologies

Can vou imagine wearing a book”
People who have ever walked down the
street with their noses burted in print may
welcome the merging of portable com-
puters, miniaturization, wireless com-
munications. and the fashion industry.

Al a luturistic fashion show at
[nternet World called “Brave Unwired
World.” models wore information de-
vices on the runway, rather than just the
latest fashion trend. The Nomadic Radio
may look like a scarf, but iU's a voice-
activated computer and communica-
tions device that allows the wearer to ac-
cess e-mail or voice mail. The Cycle-
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guide would be worn by bicycle mes-
sengers Lo provide ready access 1o maps,
plus connections (o their central office.

Who hasn't longed for a universal
language translator like the one that
makes interstellar travel so easy for the
crew of StarTrek’s Enterprise? The Lan-
euage Translator on the Internet World
fashion runway promised a wearable
language translation device. Other e-
mail or web-searching wearables were
embedded into glasses, jewelry, badges,
even the fabric of a shirt.

Smart appliances

We can’t buy these ilems yet, but
both the hardware and societal changes
necessary to make them a reality are not
far off. Maybe it won't be a scarf but a
piece of jewelry. If that device connects
o e-mail, provides translation services,
and links to information products such
as travel guides, I'1l be wearing 1t

Already, atreraft mechanics wear
headsets or glasses attached to their
belts that connect Lo computers (o access
CD-ROM versions of technical manu-
als. They can see technical instructions
while keeping their hands free.

If you don’t want to wear your in-
formation products, vou might stull be
interested in buying appliances with
miniature built-in web servers. Internet
World featured microwave ovens. secu-
rity systems, and other home devices
that connect to the Internet. The mi-
crowave, for example, includes a bar-
code scanner; the oven then connects Lo
the Internet to download cooking in-
structions. The oven door also contains
a touch-screen that allows the user to
search the web or to see recipes or an
automatic shopping list. The prototype
microwave even supported online bank-
ing, an extraneous function.

An Internet-enabled securnity sys-
tem can allow travelers to monitor their
homes from a distance, change the on-
ol schedule of lights, or alert the secu-
rity company office.

Voice input and output, speedy
wireless communication, and incredibly
small but powerful microprocessors are
no longer the stuff of science fiction.

They should have a profound impact on
the information content mdustry, not to
mention the hardware, software, and
fashion industnes. According to Cvber
Dialogue Inc., approximately 27 million
Americans would buy Internet-enabled
devices if they could be purchased today.
Many are not current web searchers. The
web, and content from it, would become
part of their everyday lives, perhaps
without them even knowing it. They just
know that they want their daily lives
simplified by making their familiar
labor-saving devices and appliances
more useful—until the power goes oult,
of course, or they forget their passwords.
Already the ubiguitous portable
telephone is becoming transformed info
a4 web and information content access
device, as well as a communications de-
vice. Sprint PCS began bombarding U.S.
television this autumn with commercials
for its Wireless Web telephone. It en-
ables a portable phone to access the web
through the user's regular information
service provider and browser or through
selected specially designated web siles
via a MiniBrowser mstead of Netscape
Navigator or Intemet Explorer. Not
every web site is available through the
MiniBrowser—the sites available tend
to be information-loaded ones such as
phone directories, weather reports, and
newspaper headlines. Through an agree-
ment with Yahoo, the MimBrowser can
even be programmed (o recerve user-
specified updates automatically.

Electronic paper

New technology influences more
traditional information media. In mid-
October, Lucent Technologies and E
Ink Corporation announced a joint
agreement to  develop electronic
paper—the first {lexible, plastic, elec-
tronic display entirely made with a pro-
cess similar to ink-on-paper printing,
rather than the more costly silicon-chip
manufacturing process. Such paper has
been talked about for years, but this is
the first time it will be produced com-
mercially. Electronic paper must com-
bine the best characteristics of tradi-
tional paper and of electronic media—
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it must be lightweight, portable, and
flexible. but also renewable. digital, and
robust. Although you may not want to
wrap fish and chips in it, you do want
to read 1t on the subway.

Lucent’s Bell Labs develops plas-
tic transistors. which are more flexible
than silicon chips, while E Ink brings
electronic ink—muillions ol dye-filled
microcapsules that, when charged by
the electric field created by plastic tran-
sistors, causes the microcapsules to
change color and form 1mages.

Xerox Corporatuon and 3M are also
working together to manufacture elec-
trome papéer. Neither project 18 hkely to
produce workable versions before next
vear, but content providers are already
gearing up. and books and newspapers
on electronic paper are not far away. E-
paper feels and looks like real paper,
while extant e-books require a reader.

E-books at Franklurt

The 1999 Frankfurt Book Fair, as
always, featured thousands of tradition-
al, print-on-paper books. It also, for the
first time, featured a notable presence of

electronie books. Microsoft, in trying to
expand the market for electronic books.
decided to approach publishers and book
dealers. Next year Microsoft will spon-
sor several e-book awards—the biggest
of which will be $ 100,000 for the best e-
book published originally in electronic
form using Microsoft’s ClearType tech-
nology. ClearType. which umproves the
resolution of text on screens, has so far
been used mostly for published books on
CD-ROM, which 1s not the technology
of the future. (Penguin announced at
Frankfurt that it will put 1000 of its Pen-
guin Classics series titles on CD-ROM.)

Hand-held book readers, such as
NuvoMedia's Rockel eBook, were also
vying for attention in Frankfurt. Rock-
et eBook hicenses a growing number of
books from publishers and sells its de-
vices through Bames & Noble. En-
crypted e-books are downloadable to
your PC or to the handheld e-book de-
vice. So far, the best sellers list doesn’t
look much different from a big book-
store’s hist, but texthooks should be a
big market soon, as students prefer a
single device to a full backpack.

Software enhancements

Information can become usable by
tailoring it to a specific purpose and
imbedding it in a device, like an appli-
ance. But for students. researchers, and
regular users of mformation, separate
mmformation content-imbedded devices
will be about as helpful as the separate
hot dog cooker and portable hamburg-
er cooker vou have shoved in the back
of vour kitchen cupboards.

It may take a while for the general
public—Iet alone librarnes—io accept or
embrace any one technology. Perhaps
the biggest developments in library in-
formation products will be better soft-
ware to create more benelicial. multiuse
products. Online compantes and  |i-
braries are wrestling with this concept.

Information services in libraries
clearly will require a single interface to
the most amounts ol content, It is too
conlusing {or both staff and users alike to
learn a separate system for the online cat-
alog, World Wide Web searching, CD-
ROM indexes, and more. Al the interface
level, all libraries will build a single uni-
[ied portal to information, smoothing out
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Novelist is a reader’s paradise and a
reference liprarian’s dream. Simply
recommending this system doesn’t
seem enough--perhaps a crusade is
in order. Public, academic, special
librarians everywhere, just do
yourself a favor and subscribe.

Cheryl LaGuardia
Library Journal, August 1999
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the differences among systems, services.
and content. OF course, many libraries
are already well on their way to this goal,
but OCLC will help this process in 2000
with its recently announced WebExpress
Service.

WebExpress will allow libraries to
design easily one overall mterface to
provide access to their catalogs, web
sites, commercial online services such
as OCLC's FirstSearch, and other online

databases. The library administrator
will use a set of step-by-step instructions
to design a consistent look and feel for
the library’s integrated information ser-
vices. Each library can build its own
links and add specific content or mes-
sages. An OCLC WebExpress Service
Center on the web will provide assis-
tance, distribute software updates, and
disseminate new information content.
Special libraries also will follow
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this trend ol integrating access, helped
by new products such as Dialog Corpo-
ration’s Knowledge Working suite of
products. Announced at the Online
World Conference in Chicago in Octo-
ber, Discovery 18 a soltware product that
works from an organization’s intranet.

[n Discovery. the information pro-
fessional/administrator selects the inter-
nal, commercial online, and web infor-
mation content and services to be of-
lered to users, customizes the interface
for the organization (or departments or
individuals). and can monitor the
amount and type of use. Automatic up-
dates on specified topics can be set up
for each user. As with the OCLC Web-
Express system, Dialog’s Discovery
chooses a web browser as a common in-
terface, gives a central administrator the
power (o customize i, and provides a
consistent interface to the wide variety
of imformation sources and types.

A second new product from Dia-
log will take that process one step fur-
ther to continuous customization, offer-
ing software that “learns”™ about the
searching preterences and habits of spe-
cific users. Dialog’s Alert uses intelli-
gent agents to search for and retrieve in-
formation based on user profiles. De-
pending on the users’ choices and pref-
erences, the system will suggest addi-
tional information on related topics and
continue 1o help a user refine the search,

Where do libraries fit in?

New developments in information
technologies and software will have a
major impact on both our professional
and personal lives. Information content
becomes even closer, as il 18 incorpo-
rated into books and phones. even ap-
pliances and clothing. The need to se-
leel, package, and provide the best con-
tent will become critical.

But we will also need access to a
wide range of disparate information not
tied to a specilic task or specific factual
need. Libraries will continue to be a
major center for such information,
whether it comes from the web, other on-
line sources, or print materials, Software
developments that help libraries integrate
and customize all tvpes of information
resources for a wide variety of users will
be important in this new decade.

In the longer term, when informa-
tion access 18 as natural as getting
dressed, librarians” work may be more
behind the scenes, creating and organiz-
ing useful chunks of information content.
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