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EBOOKS: THE NEW FRONTIER: A REPORT OF THE  
ALCTS AS ACQUISITION ADMINISTRATORS DISCUSSION 

GROUP.  AMERICAN LIBRARY ASSOCIATION MIDWINTER 
CONFERENCE, WASHINGTON, DC, JANUARY 2001. 

 

Diane Kachmar, the Monographic Acquisitions Librarian at Florida Atlantic 
University and Chair of the ALCTS Acquisitions Administrators Discussion Group, 
welcomed everyone to the meeting.  She introduced Lisa German, the ALCTS Member at 
Large, who was a special guest at the meeting.  Lisa gave the audience a brief overview 
of ALCTS, highlighted some of the major ALCTS activities at the conference, and 
invited all the attendees to become active in ALCTS.   

Diane began the session with introductions of herself and the other three speakers, 
Nancy Gibbs, Head of Acquisitions at North Carolina State University, Lynn Silipigni 
Connaway, Vice President of Research and Library Systems at netLibrary and Mike 
Echery, who is the Manager of Program Development at netLibrary and responsible for 
the Solinet netLibrary account.   

A handout of URLs for e-book vendors with a web presence, compiled by Diane, 
was given out to the audience by Norm Desmarais, the Vice Chair of the discussion 
group.  Norm also served as the recorder for the meeting.  As Nancy Gibbs brought up 
these vendor home pages for the audience on the room screen, Diane went through and 
gave background on each vendor.  The first pages were for vendors exhibiting at ALA: 
netLibrary, Questia, ebrary, Baker & Taylor (their page said coming soon) and 
Blackwell’s netLibrary connection, so the audience could visit them at the conference 
and get more information about their respective products.   

Diane then discussed other product providers including Project Gutenberg, 
Gemstar, Etext Center, Books 24x7, IBooks, and Glassbook.  She invited the panel and 
the audience to share their respective e-book product experiences during her presentation.  
peanutpress, a new subsidiary of netLibrary, is not targeted to libraries and delivers e-
books directly to owners of Palm Pilots and other PDA (personal digital assistant) 
devices.  This company was included for informational purposes and Lynn Connaway 
answered the questions about this product from the group.  

Nancy Gibbs discussed the goals the Libraries had for the e-book collection at 
North Carolina State University.  She identified the titles they have by subject and 
showed how the bibliographic records and circulation status appear in the OPAC.  She 
mentioned how the cast of players involved in the acquisition of e-books expanded 
compared to those involved in the acquisition of other library resources.  In addition to 
collection management, systems, public services, acquisitions, and cataloging personnel, 
university personnel, such as risk management and legal services, may need to be 
involved.  

Nancy stated that currently ebooks are a complementary addition to print, and she 
seriously doubts they will replace print entirely, but we need to be aware of them and 
give our patrons opportunities to experiment with the new technology.  She cited some 
examples when the patrons of her libraries did have a preference for the material in 
electronic format and said that this new format was particularly well suited for some 
areas of library services, in particular distance learning and electronic reserves.  



After commenting on how acquiring e-books required some workflow changes, 
Nancy identified the most popular subject areas and showed how those subject use 
patterns change from month to month, depending on class assignments.  She discussed 
what North Carolina State University did to implement its e-book program, what could 
have been done better, and what’s ahead. 

It is not easy at the forefront of a new technology. When Nancy went to the local 
electronics store to preview the new Gemstar RCA Rocket book reader, she was directed 
to five different places in the store, and finally found the device locked in a display case.  
The sales clerk had no idea how to demonstrate the device to her and did not even know 
where to turn it on.  Once Nancy turned it on, she found the unit had not been charged so 
she could view a title.  This anecdote was very cheering to the audience, as they have felt 
as overwhelmed by new technologies as this clerk.  The group was also happy to learn 
that both Publisher’s Weekly and Library Journal will be adding e-book content review 
this year to their publications. The goReader is another interesting product that bears 
watching. 

Nancy then mentioned some of the OPAC concerns the Cataloging Department 
encountered when the 14,000+ netLibrary records for the Solinet collection became 
accessible.  The audience was very interested in the processes that NCSU went through 
with their various e-book products and devices and had many questions.  In addition to 
the netLibrary collection and the Gemstar devices, NCSU also has IEEE proceedings and 
NAP titles available electronically.  They also accept dissertations and theses 
electronically.  

NCSU decided to load its various devices with a pre-selected group of materials.  
One Rocket book contains current fiction and mysteries, another current non-fiction and a 
third, business titles.  The first Softbook device has general interest serials and a second 
has major business serials.  NCSU is considering loading a device with a semester’s 
worth of reading from an American Literature survey class (Hawthorne to Hemingway) 
to see what circulation that would achieve and how that would work with Library patrons 
enrolled in this class. 

With all these direct delivery systems, Nancy said that in order to make e-books 
more acceptable in libraries, there needs to be a better understanding of fair use within 
the library, more complete bibliographic information available for the products, the need 
for one book format across many different (and currently propriatory) platforms, and 
different pricing models.  One problem Nancy identified was the need to acquire content 
(a popular novel, Angela’s Ashes), in multiple formats in order to load them onto her 
current devices, i.e. Softbook, Rocketbook, and Palm Pilot.  Nancy also mentioned she 
would like the option of purchasing one book chapter at a time for a reduced price for 
Reserve use. 

Another obstacle to keep in mind is that many of new e-book aggregators and 
producers may need some education in the way libraries function and what library 
patrons’ expectations are. A dialogue between the librarians and the vendors is very 
important if the library becomes the place the patrons expect to get their access to e-book 
technology.  Libraries also have to be mindful of the market and that their needs may not 
be compatible with direct marketing and that there may be competition if their patrons 
opt to get their access directly through a PDA or some other direct market reader.   



Nancy stressed trying new models and sharing what was learned in meetings such 
as this one, so we will benefit from each other’s experiences.  We should try out every 
new device, so we know what works for our patrons, rather than accepting what is given 
to us.  Vendors need our feedback in the early stages to make their product better.   

NCSU was the second University library to sign up with netLibrary.  Nancy and 
Lynn and Mike talked about their mutual experience of using NCSU as a beta site for the 
product, which led the discussion into what a library could realistically expect from a 
vendor partnership. Everyone agreed it had been a beneficial experience.  They learned 
from the many things that hadn’t been anticipated when the partnership began, such as 
patrons don’t always want the titles that have been pre-selected and loaded for them.    

Lynn Silipangi Connaway then spoke about the current directions and future 
trends of e-books from the vendor perspective.  She defined what netLibrary considers an 
e-book and what capabilities the e-book should have.  She outlined the challenges for 
both librarians and publishers.  Librarians need to consider budget allocations, usage and 
distribution models (group or single licenses), collection development strategies, and 
licensing models.  Publishers need to consider contractual rights (electronic and 
territorial), permission clearance (including multiple sources for various components of a 
document), format identifiers, compositor and e-book file delivery, editorial and 
production workload, e-book metadata maintenance and delivery, sales reporting, 
accounting /royalties, marketing, publicity and storage for archiving.  Some other 
strategic objectives are maintaining a competitive position, preserving value proposition 
for authors, enhancing electronic publishing skills, avoiding devaluation of content, and 
serving customers in new ways.  netLibrary has been steadily growing from 111 
publishers in November of 1999 to 360 publishers in September 2000, with the addition 
of 62 peanutpress publishers.  

netLibrary’s collection development policy is a tool for planning, management, 
and communication.  It can be driven both by the client through surveys, focus groups 
and usage statistics and by the collection in institutional comparisons and professional 
assessment guidelines, such as those published by ACRL and through accreditation 
processes.  Lynn found it interesting that while 61% of her signed publishers were 
university presses and only 39% were commercial publishers, the commercial publishers 
provided 64% of the their current e-book offerings.  A pie chart of 19 different subject 
areas showed Economics and Business as the highest percentage (16%) and Philosophy 
being the lowest at 2%.  Library Science ranked 5th at 3%.  The netLibrary collection 
currently has 33,000 titles on their site.  88% of their titles were published in 1990 or 
later.  16% of these titles were published in 1999 and over 10% were published in 2000.   

The company’s web page has been set up to simplify library management of the 
product in two areas.  They provide links on the website, and OPAC search functionality 
through MARC records via OCLC Worldcat and a static URL in the 856 field.  They also 
provide a librarian’s extranet page for the institution’s usage statistics and for collection 
development.    

 Lynn identified several e-book trends to monitor: readers, PDAs, electronic ink, 
print-on-demand, e-book software, and online providers.  Some of the emerging trends 
Lynn commented on were: the utilization of e-book capabilities; the enhancement of 
bibliographic records with tables of contents, indices, etc.; the incorporation of full-text 
search capabilities within and across collections; access to email, electronic text, audio, 



and video through wireless technologies; the aggregation of electronic content by 
individuals (e.g. Napster); and the need for librarians’ assistance to retrieve and evaluate 
information.  

She concluded by noting that providing content across various devices and 
formats involves securing rights for each format or device and that digital rights 
management is becoming more and more important.  Lynn ended her presentation with a 
quote from Alvin Toffler stating,  “the illiterate of the year 2000 is not the one who 
cannot read or write, but the one who cannot learn, unlearn and relearn.”   

The audience engaged the presenters and each other in lively discussion 
throughout the meeting.  Mike Echery ended the meeting with a web demonstration/tour 
of netLibrary. The participants were invited to remain and talk to the presenters about 
their own particular institution’s needs. 

As examples of the volatility of the e-book market, since this meeting was held 
Napster has been the recipient of an appeals court ruling on February 12, 2001 that may 
close them down and ITKnowledge.com took down their web site and refunded all their 
subscriptions on February 28, 2001.  
 

Part II of E-books: The New Frontier will be presented at the ALCTS Acq. 
Admin. Discussion Group Meeting at ALA Annual in San Francisco.  The meeting will 
be held on Saturday, June 16, 2001 from 10:30 AM to 12:30 PM as part of a joint 
meeting with the Library/Vendor Discussion Group that begins at 8:30 AM.  
 

Diane Kachmar, 
 Florida Atlantic University 
 




