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Cornell teams for digital library project
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WASHINGTON -- A team of educators at Cornell University has joined with others at Columbia University and academics across the country to help develop what they hope will be the nation's most comprehensive digital library for the sciences.

What's a digital library? Developers compare them to traditional libraries full of books and periodicals, but digital libraries are found on the World Wide Web. They allow users to access multimedia resources that have been organized for their needs. 

The National Science Digital Library, funded by the National Science Foundation, is aimed at addressing widely acknowledged problems with science and mathematics education in the United States. The library, which will cover engineering and technology in addition to mathematics and the sciences, is a growing group of collections and services created to support science education at all levels, from pre-kindergarten through post-doctoral research. 

Developers note that while tons of information is already available on the Internet, it can be difficult for teachers to find what they need and then gauge its quality. 

"If someone were teaching a course on the brain in high school science, for example, and wanted to find good pictures of the brain, well, they're all over the place," said John Saylor, director of collection development for the NSDL and director on leave from Cornell's engineering library. 

"The idea is to come to the NSDL, where you could find some good brain pictures and know where they came from," Saylor said. "They would have a certain level of authority. Every collection is identified for the user." 

Leaders at the NSF began developing the library in 2000. The first version quietly launched at the beginning of December, combining existing digital libraries on computing, earth science, engineering, mathematics, physics, health education, paleontology and global mapping, among others. 

There are already links to such services as CreateStudio, which is designed to allow educators with minimal programming expertise to assemble digital library resources such as text, images, movies and simulations into interactive student exercises. 

But what you see at the nascent Web site, www.nsdl.org, is only the beginning. More than 100 projects to create new portals, incorporate other digital libraries, increase accessibility of information and build new interactive learning environments are under way at colleges and universities across the country. Each project is funded for two years. 

Personalizing for teachers 

Library creators are also working on ways to separate data that is appropriate for younger students to make it easier for elementary and high school teachers to find useful learning materials. 

Ellen Hoffman, an assistant professor of teacher education at Eastern Michigan University in Ypsilanti, Mich., has an NSF grant to design a special K-12 portal with a team of others. The team is planning to customize the portal for each teacher so it can "show you the stuff that's exciting just to you," Hoffman said. Teachers would also be able to connect with others in their subject areas in the "digital community," so they could find teachers who have created successful lesson plans, post helpful information directly to the library to help others and join discussion groups. 

Concern about privacy is a potential problem for individual customization of the library, but the researchers are working on ways to ease users' comfort by starting with anonymity and adding optional levels of personalization. 

"When you walk into a physical library, there's a lot of information that's immediately transferred from you to the reference librarian," pointed out lead program director Lee Zia, a former math professor at the University of New Hampshire who now works full time for the NSF. 

"Ultimately, we'll become more comfortable with giving up some personal information in the digital world, but it will take some time, and we'll have to guarantee the safety of the information," Zia said. 

Saylor said user confidentiality is a key value of the digital library. "With any kind of personalized services run by NSDL, the personal identification will be guarded the same as at any library," Saylor said. "The library is a trusted institution in our society." Researchers at Columbia are mainly working on privacy and intellectual property protection issues. 

One thing the library developers haven't figured out yet is how it will be managed and sustained over time. The NSF is a government agency whose funding varies annually according to the whims of Congress. 

In fiscal year 2000, the program received $10 million and then jumped to about $25 million annually in fiscal 2001 and 2002. Each two-year research project has received between $400,000 and $950,000. The NSF plans to solicit new projects in mid-January and make awards in April, even though Congress has not yet approved a fiscal 2003 budget. 

"We have a commitment over the next four to five years to grow this program," Zia said, "but future funding is a little bit unknown right now. We have high hopes, but that's something we don't have a lot of control over." Foundation funding, endowments and nonprofit management by some existing or newly created group are long-term possibilities for the future, he said. 

