Ei:  In your time as librarians, what changes did you see in the information available to researchers?
Jean:  We've slowly watched the development of the internet, which has been fascinating. Electronic resources have really developed in the last 20 years.

John:  That's just it. It's not the internet.

Jean:  No, it's more than the internet.

John:  We've seen the precursors to the internet.

Jean:  I started doing electronic searching on a GE Terminette with Dialog in the early '70s. We've watched databases and search tools increase in complexity, but at the same time, attempts are made to keep them simple to use.

           We've gone from structured thesaurus searching to free text in a lot of cases. As the amount of available information increases and as search tools evolve, it's all man can do to keep up. 

Ei: How have these changes and advances helped researchers to work more effectively, even in the face of challenges to different types of searching?
John:  The first thing you had to do was translate the researcher's question into a meaningful request. And when they come with something like, "I need green cheese," you had to figure out if they were looking into something to eat or moon exploration!

Jean:  The changes are both phenomenal and scary. It's possible to get on quickly, to do a fast search, but are you getting what you really want? There's still a need for knowing how to access information that may not be readily available in print, but as the technology develops so does the need to evaluate where it's coming from. 

           You should develop a clear search strategy and know how best to use the tools that are in front of you- even if they're electronic, even if they're online. There's a difference between a number of the search engines. There's a difference between a number of the databases. 

John:  There are a whole lot of youngsters out there who think from what they learned along the way to high school, that they know how to do a comprehensive check of information. And unfortunately all they know is usually what's on the internet.

Jean:  John once said that using online tools versus tradition searching is like a chainsaw versus an axe -- both will cut down the tree but the axe will take more effort. The chainsaw is faster, less effort, but you need to know how to use it in order to really get it done. 

Ei: In the context of all these changes and challenges, how has the role of the librarian changed?
Jean:  We've tried to keep up.

John:  It's more than trying to keep up. It's the usual problem of transliterating what the requester asked for and getting him what he really wants or what he needs. 

           The people we get our questions from, especially in special libraries, are experts in their field. They are narrowly oriented to one field, sometimes two. 

Jean:  And as databases improve, then you have to keep up with the techniques within each database. You could do a quick search on Google, but you could be missing valuable information if you're not searching effectively. The role of the librarian can be as simple as providing access to relevant information.      

There's still one more point out of all this. [The internet] is fine for current events, but what happens to archives? What's down the road in the future? We can't even access 5¼ discs anymore, and we're curious about what's going to happen. It's not going to be in our lifetime, but what about archives? What is the historical value of all this? How much do you keep? How durable are the various mediums?

           For large institutions that have a large historical research collection, it makes you really wonder.

            Look at the print editions of Engineering Index way back to 1884. And they're still being used; they're being used as you develop new ideas, new techniques. You need to go to the old resources sometimes to see man shouldn't have to reinvent the wheel.

