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Books and eBooks: as Different as Night and Day
by Stephen Abram

The transition to e-books is happening so fast and there are so many issues to address.  It seems like the e-book juggernaut is moving along like a train with no brakes.  I thought it might be useful over a couple of issues to put down my thoughts on what we need to think about with respect to e-books and how we and our users and organizations will need to adapt and change our understanding of the very concept of a book.
I think that the issues facing special librarians fall into a few big buckets:

1. What is an e-book? Are they that different than print?

2. What are the emerging standards?  Is there ever going to be just one?
3. What are the legal and other issues?

4. What’s in the pipeline for e-books and devices?

5. What’s the impact on special libraries and our users?

So I hope to cover these over the next few columns.  For starters, let’s think about e-books in general.

What is an e-book?

I have always been very uncomfortable with how we talk about e-books in the academic and special library communities, and indeed in the consumer market as well.  I think that we need a better language to describe e-books so that we can discuss them in the context of libraries, work and research.  So, what is the taxonomy of e-books?  Here are some suggestions:

I propose that the overall umbrella term is “e-resources”.  E-resources includes a bunch of resources that libraries (and intranets) have come to know and love – databases, websites, articles, audio and video streaming media, and more.  All of these contribute to modern 21st Century business, research, and academic environments.  It’s a fairly safe prediction that there will be a whole lot more e-resources action in the future.

“E-books” are a distinct subset of e-resources.  Of course, they’re also a format of books in general just like other subtypes of books – textbooks, encyclopedias, fiction, audio-books, talking books, large print, translations, Braille, etc.  One of the dysfunctions in our conversations about e-books is that we often question if the transmogrification of a book into an e-book does more than just change the format.  I believe that what we acknowledge this change is as amazing as that which happens in a pupa when a caterpillar mutates into a butterfly.
In order to understand this change more deeply, it would be wisest to consider e-books as more than print books and reconsider how the variety of types of books came to be and why they exist and for what purpose.  The bigger question is: “When we make them electronic, does their major intent change for the better or worse?”  In order to become ‘books’ some compromises had to be made and these compromises may be overcome in the movement to electronic format or potentially made worse.  Indeed, for those us who have studied the history of the book and have seen ancient scrolls and illumination, we know parts of the book experience have been lost even in print over time.
So, let’s consider the major divisions of book types and see what making them electronic does to them and creates opportunities for us in the library, research and educational context.  Let’s consider just a few: 

Fiction versus Non-fiction

I’ll start with fiction, only because that seems to be where all the consumer action is and it is dampening a real evaluation of e-book formats in professional and special library environments.  Few special libraries depend on fiction for their stock in trade.  We are largely purveyors of non-fiction. 

Fiction is written to be read (indeed experienced in our imaginations) in the exact order that it is written and from beginning to end.  (Yes, I know some people cheat and read the ending first!)   That may seem obvious but very few other book types are written this way, where the reader engages with the entire book and uses their own imagination to experience the book’s story.  Fiction comes in many genres: literature, children, mystery, romance, graphic novels, comics, plays, etc. – all of which can be easily displayed and read in e-book format. Although there are some short term technical limitations for some e-readers regarding color display which is essential to some book genres), e-book readers will surely improve on that front quickly.

Non-fiction, on other hand, does not have as a requirement that it be experienced in a specific order.  You can enter the book at whatever point you like and just read the chapter or paragraph you need or view the illustration you want.  You can access the work through tables of content or indices.  In e-formats they can be searched easily in free text.  Indeed, this is one of the great benefits of the Google Book Search, Amazon Search Inside-the-Book or Project Gutenberg, et al.  We see the disaggregation of non-fiction works into their component pages, paragraphs and chapters and these may be sufficient for many research questions and needs.
There are huge differences between fiction and non-fiction and this has placed a large magnifying glass above these as they become e-works.  It is one thing to imagine and use an e-book of fiction on a personal reader like a Kindle.  The experience remains personal and you engage the work from beginning to end. You find the features you expect and need like bookmarks and text enlargement.  Imagining reading the same fiction book on a desktop PC from beginning to end will generate a very different response and feeling on behalf of readers.  
Now, imagine reading a non-fiction work on a laptop or e-reader.  How do you plan to use it?  A few may be read from cover to cover – such as popular works like business bestsellers or your Wall Street Journal.  Mostly, you’ll find that non-fiction readers really just desire to read the section that interests them most or that aligns with their learning, research or information need.  Indeed, scholarly works are often collections of essays where the order of reading can often be irrelevant and a single chapter might be all the reader desires.  You can easily imagine yourself using a chapter or two from a non-fiction work on a desktop or laptop PC – especially if you’re printing important sections as well (Hmmm, printing.  Printing is something e-readers do poorly or not at all.  We rarely desire to print fiction for future reference but that is usually not the case with non-fiction.)  Again, in any e-format, we can achieve some advantages such as printing, font size changes, citations, portability, etc.
There are some non-fiction and fiction works that straddle the line such as who’s who works, biographies, autobiographies, diaries, poetry, short story collections, essays, etc. so there isn’t a doctrinaire demarcation between fiction and non-fiction when it comes to e-books.  As such it will continue to require professional judgment for e-book collection development and usage scenarios.

So, when we’re discussing e-books, we need to be very clear at the forefront whether we’re talking on the same page . . . (pun intended) . . .  fiction or non-fiction.  There isn’t a black and white answer here but the usability, usefulness and user satisfaction of the e-book experience is quite different on this difference.  Now that we’ve discussed the major differences between fiction and no-fiction, we need to address the other major types of e-book works. 
Reference Works
Too many people are calling most reference works ‘e-books’ and this is even more confusing.  Reference works are definitely not meant to be read through cover to cover.  (Although I will admit that I once read an entire set of encyclopedia and a dictionary as a child. I adore the randomness of alphabetical order and we had a set in my room from the local grocery store weekly promotion!  Remember those?)   I think that this is one place where building the reference work as an electronic resource shines.  It doesn’t replace the usefulness of the print book entirely but it does excel on many fronts.  For one, it frees the book from the compromises of order – alphabets, taxonomies, ontologies, spelling, chronologies, indices, etc.  And that’s what makes them exciting as an electronic reference tool since discovery is made much simpler through search features and advanced features like sorting and special outputs.   And again we call these works ‘tools’ – a word that is rarely if ever used to describe fiction or non-fiction books.  Taking these print works and making them electronic adds another level of development decision-making to add features and functions that will assist the end user discovery process and tie it to their workflow and goals.  Simply making a plain e-book version is not sufficient.  For example, think of this small range of reference works and how they are enhanced by being electronic.  

· Encyclopedia
· Directories
· Telephone books

· Quotations

· Encyclopedic biographies

· Dictionaries
· Almanacs

· Company histories

· Citation guides

· etc.

In most usage scenarios, each work would be more easily and effectively used on a desktop or laptop computer with printing capability.  Indeed many electronic reference works are available in e-format alone – think Wikipedia, which would alone comprise thousands of volumes in paper format. 

Textbooks 

Textbooks are one of the more exciting arenas for e-books.  Unfortunately, too many people just think about making a traditional textbook into an e-book and placing it on the web or an e-reader.  This is a fundamental misunderstanding of what a textbook is and does.  Textbooks are not simple holders of content for reading or reference.  When well done, they are the framework for the entire pedagogy of a course, a grade, a subject, or more.  They tend to be built over many years and many editions by teams of experts in the subject domain and teaching as well as editorial and publishing talent.  They are usually tied to curriculum or professional standards and support, at the grade school level, the progress of students and schools to achieve greater success on local, regional and national standardized tests.  They are designed to be taught by a teacher or professor and experienced by the learner in a scaffolded way where one piece of knowledge, skill and competency is laid down in preparation for the learning of the next higher activity.  In general the textbook’s author team takes into account the variety of learning styles, target audience and age/stage issues in the design of the textbook.  These are complex environments that transcend the paper book format and involve the learner, system and teacher in developmental activities.

So, when we talk about e-textbooks, we’re rarely thinking of merely placing a current print work online or on an e-reader.  To assume that this environment doesn’t represent a material shift for the learners and teachers is to be naive.  And, if we were to not take advantage of the many opportunities to improve the learning experience and add additional e-learning experiences in the shift to electronic, then that would be another missed opportunity.  And that would be sad. 

Other Types of e-Books

We can’t neglect to mention the near book, which are indeed books.  By this I mean those, mostly PDF, books that come under rubrics of government documents, statistical analyses, research reports, consulting reports, annual reports, and more.  The days of shelving and organizing ‘books’, just by their narrow type are well and truly over in the digital world.  End users have spoken and they don’t make the same distinctions about information formats and book types that librarians do in their search for answers and insight.  Therefore, in the coming years, it will be exciting to see our search appliances and engines and devices as display of search results offers facets to show all types of articles, books and media that may be relevant to the researchers’ goals.  That’s why it’s important now that we deal in a more sophisticated way in our discussion about e-books and how they work.  

In the end, we can’t compare apples, oranges and pineapples other than that they are all fruit.  Indeed, with the variety of books it becomes even clearer that when we look at them through the electronic lens we need to see that there are a wealth of differences and opportunities to make things better.

In the next issue, I’ll address a few of the other issues I mentioned above and, I hope, lay a foundation for better discussions about the role of e-books in special libraries  and the R&D world of the future.
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