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eBooks Part 2: Trends and Standards
by Stephen Abram

In the last issue I wrote about some of the issues facing us in the transition to a new, and much more complicated, p-book and e-book ecology. I noted that things were happening fast and even more has happened since writing that column.  In the last issue I explored our too shallow understanding of e-books and how they differ from traditional books.  There is a wealth of difference between the experience of a book as an electronic experience when it is fiction versus non-fiction, scholarly works, encyclopedia, and dictionary, textbook and, indeed, magazine and newspaper formats. That said, we need to develop a better understanding of a few other things about what is happening in e-books.  This container for information and experiences isn’t going away but is indeed mutating and growing in importance to research, libraries, entertainment and education.
What are the emerging standards?  What are the legal and other issues?

Two issues that are guaranteed to be hot topics for many years are copyright and DRM.  Our advice as information professionals will be sought even more regularly as our enterprises struggle to adapt and be compliant with changing laws and practices. With small battles over the Apple Store’s censorship or some books and the ability to limit or deny access to some apps, there are real concerns being expressed about the impact on our freedom to read. It’s getting warmer out there and more complex. 
As educators we wish there could be just one e-book standard.  We can dream but it seems that every new technology evolves for many years in several directions at once.  We can all recall when PC software wouldn’t run on Apple machines, and when there were competing browser standards.  There were even different versions of videotape standards followed by the DVD / Blu-ray debate.  It sometimes seems that “computer industry standards” is an oxymoron but we must get on board earl enough to understand, and hopefully influence the development of these transformational technologies.

So, right now we have a few competing standards, largely driven by the various big e-reader vendors and not so much by the education, library and publishing industries.  There are a few international standards committees and much good work is being done.  However, the fat lady isn’t singing yet and there may still be time to influence the direction of events.  In order to do so you need to read up on these standards and understand each one’s strengths and weaknesses, and openness. In my opinion it’s premature to pick one but I would suggest that for purchasing e-readers one should choose one that supports the most standards, unless you’re only interested in fiction from Amazon!  Keep close watch on EPUB, MOBI, and changes in HTML and HTML5 as well as PDF.  Keep close watch on innovations in DRM like the Nook’s announced ability to allow their books to be previewed and read in store or to allow books to be lent from reader to reader.  This competition won’t just be about the level playing field but also about features and functions that support student, instructor, reader, research, collaboration, and information behaviours.  The Wikipedia charts below are the most complete I’ve seen about the score in the spring of 2010:
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Source: Wikipedia (May 4, 2010): http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Comparison_of_e-book_formats
What’s in the pipeline for e-books and devices?

Since my Pipeline column tries to be about trends, let’s think about what is in the pipeline for the coming months with respect to e-books.  

We have already seen the first big skirmishes in the price wars for books with Amazon trying to set the allowable price(s) for all books.  This resulted in a major publisher temporarily pulling their list from Amazon.  This situation will be closely watched.  Books are not like music.  Will more sell if they’re easily available electronically for a simple, inexpensive price?  Again, like last month’s column said, some books are different.  For example, will more textbooks be sold if the price is reduced 90 per cent?  Why would more sell than there are students in classes?  It’s a complicated question.  I can certainly see that more fiction and popular literature could be sold under an MP3 music type strategy but then I’m not an author of those!  I think that I can also safely predict that some book ‘collections’ will arrive on subscription models in the future.
Google will make its first foray entry into the direct to consumer goods marketplace with digital books starting in late June or early July 2010.  I heard this at an Information Today conference from a Googler in April as well as reading it in a WSJ report.  In Feb. 2010 the New York Times reported on Google Editions which builds on Google’s relationships for current books with over 35,000 publishers internationally.  This puts Google in direct competition with Amazon and Apple in the e-book business. It also foreshadows a Google Droid-based e-reader soon.  Add to this the impact of institutional subscription access to the Google Book Search vault for institutions and transformational change is clear.  Either way, all of our traditional relationships with the book industry on all levels will be impacted by these changes.  The collateral damage to those schools, bookstores, publishers, libraries, enterprises, institutions, and readers, who don’t keep their eyes on their flanks, will happen fast.
Amazon is the dominant e-book provider right now, but the Kindle’s position was weakened by Apple's entry into the market with the iPad.  In April 2010 Apple announced that iPad users have downloaded 1.5 million books during only its first month on the market when 1 million devices were delivered. That’s just a very small start. 
A week doesn’t go by without an announcement about new e-readers, new e-book stores and new e-book apps for readers, phones and devices. It’s the Wild West all over again in the quiet world of publishing, schools, research, and information users.  It’s a whole new reader roller coaster!  And this one is doubly interesting since e-readers are being adopted by Boomers more quickly than those young Millennials!
What are the strategies for school libraries and our learners?

In the spring of 2010, I asked my international blog readers to participate in a poll about e-book readers in libraries. It was an unscientific survey of self-selected readers but it was still pretty interesting so I’ll share the results here:
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It’s early times.  From the above small poll I can see that some library folk are actively investigating the world of e-books. That’s excellent.    

I’ll share my view about what we must do.  We, librarians and information professionals, must pilot and experiment.  This is one time where failing, quickly, pays off well in knowledge and an educated opinion.  You can’t really pick the winner yet. So, that means you’ll have to try a few options and throw out the failures as learning moments.  Here’s what I’d do on a small scale:
1. I’d purchase a Kindle, an iPad, a Sony Reader and an Entourage eDGe.

2. I’d get e-book buying accounts at the Sony, Apple and Amazon online stores.

3. I’d download the a few leading book apps from app stores like Apple’s or try vendor apps like Bookmyne, LibraryThing and AccessMyLibrary. 

4. I’d buy some books that related to our professional reading.  I’d also circulate the devices with the books and seek open and honest feedback from my librarian colleagues and then from my users.
5. I would position the whole thing as a proper research experiment to prepare my organization for the future (because that’s what it is).  I’d publish the result as an article and blog posting.
6. If I couldn’t afford to keep them all, I’d be creative in making these prizes at library events or charitable donations to local schools, kids’ clubs, and libraries.

In the end, we can’t compare apples, oranges and pineapples other than that they are all fruit.  Indeed, with the wide variety of books it becomes clearer that when we look at books through the electronic lens we need to see that there are a wealth of differences and opportunities to make things better.  
It’s great to see a culture of experimentation in many libraries. You don’t always need a committee or a staff assignment. Sometimes you and your team can just play and learn a lot. You’re a reader – buy one for yourself or ask for one for your birthday.  That’s one way to be future-ready.
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