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Databases and the Virtual Library

Last week we examined the library as a space, focusing on the resources available in the physical building.  This week we will discuss the virtual library—that is, all those aspects of the library accessible via the internet (this includes the catalog to the physical library’s contents, the catalogs of larger library systems, and many sources accessible only online).

I. Library Catalogs

In the old days, libraries kept track of their collections in card catalogs, filed under author, title, and subject.  In order for users of one library to find books in other library collections, all of these card catalogs were copied and entered into a huge series of books called national union catalogs.

The card catalog and national union catalogs now exist online and are accessible through the ODY homepage.  These online catalogs allow much more sophisticated search possibilities, and it is worth become acquainted with them, both to speed up and to hone your searches.

ODYsseus

ODYsseus is the online card catalog of ODY.  You are probably familiar with searching it by title, author, subject, and keyword.  Other aspects of ODYsseus you may be less familiar with:

• Limiting searches.  If your search returns too many hits, press the button at the top of the results page titled “Limit This Search.”  This button will lead you to a page that allows you to limit results in various ways.  Some helpful limiting options include selecting the type of materials (archival documents, music, videos, books, etc.) and the area where items are shelved (reference, periodicals, special collections, etc.).  You can also sort results by date (useful if you want the most recent information, or if you want information from a particular historical era).

• Links from individual records.  When you look at the information for a particular record, you will notice certain elements show up in blue—these are links, like you would find on a webpage.  If you click on the author’s name, you will see all items in ODYsseus by that author.  If you click on the call number, you will see a page of items with similar call numbers (and thus a similar subject)—this allows you to browse as you might in the actual stacks.  You can also follow subject heading links—these will take you to all other books in the catalog that are cataloged under that subject (these subject headings are assigned by the Library of Congress, so you can use the same ones in any library catalog).  This is an especially useful way to search, because some of the subject headings might never have occurred to you to enter into a subject search.  Sometimes other parts of the result page will also have links—for instance, to a book or periodical series that the item is in.

• Connect New York button.  When you view a search result in ODYsseus, you will see a blue icon for “Connect NY” just below the dark blue buttons at the top of the screen.  If you press this button, your search is automatically run in a different, larger database (explained below).

Connect New York

Connect New York is a mini-union catalog, linking the collections of SLU, Vassar College, Colgate University, Rochester Institute of Technology, and Renssalaer Polytechnic Institute.  In ODYsseus, a subject search for “utopias in literature” will yield 51 results.  These are all items in ODY that you can find in the stacks or elsewhere in the library.  If you press the Connect NY button and do the search there, it yields 97 results, nearly twice as many.  If you search ODYsseus for “News from Nowhere,” you will not find William Morris’s utopian novel (though you will find a book on television and news that borrows his title).  However, if you expand this search to Connect NY, you will find several copies of Morris’s book available.

If you find an item in Connect NY that you want to look at, you can request that it be sent from its home institution to you here.  All you need to request a book through Connect NY is your SLU ID number (on the front of your ID card).  It takes only 24-48 hours to get a book from any Connect NY library.  You will receive an e-mail message when the item has arrived and is available for you to pick up at the circulation desk.

This means that you have nearly immediate access to a much larger holding of items than are contained in ODY.  Both the search and the request are only mouse clicks away, making it almost as easy as getting a book from ODY (plus, you don’t have to find the book in the stacks).

WorldCat/ RLIN

WorldCat and RLIN (available from the database section of the library website, explained below) are the online versions of national union catalogs (WorldCat and RLIN catalog virtually all of the same libraries, so it is fine simply to stick to the one whose interface you prefer).  They each contain the holdings of almost every research library in the United States, as well as some foreign ones, so you can find an incredible number of items.  For instance, searching for the subject heading “utopias in literature” yields 1,103 results in WorldCat.

WorldCat and RLIN can be searched in much the same fashion as ODYsseus and Connect NY.  Because they catalog so many items, it is very important to practice limiting your searches in various ways.  Both have quite powerful capabilities for doing so.

ILLiad (Interlibrary Loan)

If you find in WorldCat or RLIN (or in a book’s or article’s footnotes) a source that you would like to use and our library does not carry, you can order it online through the interlibrary loan system.  The first time you go to ILLiad (the ILL part of the library website), you will need to register, which includes creating a personal username and password.  When you return to ILLiad, simply log in with these and the system will remember all of your personal information.

You cannot order items from ILL in one click (like in Connect NY), but it’s still quite easy.  Record the item’s title, author, and year of publication (or simply print out the result page to get these).  If you provide the OCLC accession number (near the bottom of the WorldCat result record) too, this makes ILL’s job easier.  Then go to ILLiad, sign in, and provide the information requested on the electronic form, and submit it.  The form asks for many different types of information—the above-mentioned ones are the only ones you need to provide.  If you come across an incomplete reference somewhere, ILL can probably find the item for you anyhow.

Note: Because different institutions respond to requests at various speeds, you may receive a book or article through ILL in as little as a few days or as long as a few weeks.  As with Connect NY requests, you will be e-mailed when the item has arrived at SLU, and you can pick it up at the circulation desk.

II. Databases (AKA Indexes)

Increasingly, journal articles are available in full-text online.  Most of the indexing databases available online only cover the last 10-15 years (or less), and the ones that go back further often do not include full-text.  This means that for articles in older issues, you may need to get the journal from the periodical stacks or microfilm (if we have it) or order the article through ILL (if ODY does not have the journal).  Note: If a database does not show access to the full text of an article, go to ODYsseus, look up the periodical and see if there is a link to full-text from the library (it might come through a database other than the one you were using).

The databases available through ODY (follow the link on the library’s  homepage for “Finding Articles”) use their own individual search screens that offer a variety of options for narrowing your search.  Most allow you to search not only by author, title, and keyword, but also by specific periodical, year range, language, etc.

Most indexes specialize in a particular field (anthropology, psychology, bioscience, etc.), so you can exclude many of them based on your current research needs.  I have listed some of the ones you may find useful for this class below.  You may end up finding other indexes important for your specific needs, but these are some of the most common.  For a brief description of what areas of knowledge each database indexes (and what years it covers), look on the library webpage that lists them all.  For a complete description, go to the individual database’s homepage, which will offer a link to this information.

A note about FirstSearch databases: many of the indexes you may want to use are operated by FirstSearch, a service of the Online Computer Library Center (OCLC) available only to libraries.  If you are performing a search in one FirstSearch Database, it is easy to switch to another and do your search in that one.  At the top of the search form, select the name of the database you are using, and you will see a menu of all the FirstSearch databases.  Select the one you want to switch to, and you will be able to run your search in that one.  Many of the indexes mentioned below are FirstSearch databases.  Also note: FirstSearch offers more databases in its menu than are listed on the library database page (e.g., PapersFirst, which indexes papers presented at academic conferences and published in book form).
Multidisciplinary Indexes

Though academic knowledge is produced within specific disciplines, works from many disciplines address similar issues.  Academics often utilize books and articles produced by practitioners outside of their field.  Many of the most important databases thus index works from a variety of disciplines.  It is often a good idea to begin searching in these databases to see works that display a wide range of approaches people have taken to addressing the subject you are interested in.  For instance, historians, scholars of literature, sociologists, political scientists, economists, and many others have written about the utopias we consider in this class.  Each discipline brings different questions and analytical perspectives to them, and you may discover useful insights from researchers across the disciplinary map.

Important multidisciplinary databases include (but are not limited to) the following:

• A&H (Arts & Humanities) Search

• Article First

• EBSCO Host Academic Search Elite

• Electronic Collections Online (ECO)

• Ingenta

• MLA International

• Project Muse

• Wilson Select Plus

Subject-specific databases

Sometimes you will have a specific disciplinary perspective you wish to bring to a research project.  In that case, some of the subject-specific databases can be very important.  If you want to find articles on gender relations in utopian fiction, you might try GenderWatch after using the more general databases.  If you are interested in the relationship between Thomas More’s Christian faith and Utopia, you might turn to the ATLA Religion Index for articles from journals not included in the general databases.

Note: it is best to try the broad databases first, as the subject-specific databases index a narrower range (and smaller number) of journals.  While they often include journals not indexed in the larger databases, they also exclude journals that may have relevant sources.

Some (but not all) of the subject-specific indexes that may be useful in this course:

• America: History and Life

• ATLA Religion Index

• ECONLIT

• GenderWatch

• HST (History of Science and Technology)

• Philosopher’s Index

Alternative press

A related category of databases, useful for studies of utopianism, includes those devoted to the alternative/ left press.  These indexes cover both popular and academic periodicals, and they can be good sources for articles on utopian thought, since so much of this has come out of a leftist political tradition.  The alternative press is also a good source of news with a perspective very different from that of the mainstream corporate media outlets.

The relevant indexes are the following:

• Alt-PressWatch

• Alternative Press Index

• Left Index

Abstracts

Abstract indexes are extremely useful.  Instead of full-text articles, they contain very short summaries of dissertations and articles (usually written by their authors), as well as book reviews.  For instance, you can find abstracts of all American and some European dissertations written since 1980 (as well as a complete listing of U.S. dissertation titles going back to 1861) through “Dissertation Abstracts.”  By reading an abstract, you can quickly decide whether the source itself is relevant to your research interest.  Of course, not all articles have accompanying abstracts, but many do, and they can help you hone in on the sources that will be most profitable for you to look at more closely.  General databases sometimes include abstracts, but there are also specialized abstract indexes.

These include the following:

• Book Review Digest

• Dissertation Abstracts

• Historical Abstracts

• Humanities Abstracts

• Periodical Abstracts

• Social Sciences Abstracts

• Sociological Abstracts

Reference sources

As we discussed when talking about searching the web, some high-quality reference sources are available only on a subscription basis.  Happily, ODY subscribes to many of these, and they are available to you (but only through the links from ODY).

Some good online reference sources available through the library:

Biography Index

Encyclopedia Britannica

Oxford English Dictionary

TWO DATABASES OF PARTICULAR NOTE:

Essay and General Literature Index

This unique database focuses on essays that appear within published books.  This includes edited anthologies (with essays written by multiple authors), as well as books by a single author with chapters on distinct subjects.  This database indexes many sources that you cannot find through library and union catalogs (which usually do not contain detailed tables of contents for books) or through periodical databases (which do not usually index book contents at all).

JSTOR

Most databases suffer from a common drawback: they only index materials from the last five, ten, or twenty years (some go back further, but become spotty as one moves backward chronologically).  JSTOR has adopted a singular approach to this problem.  It does not index as many journals as most databases, but for every journal it indexes, it includes the full text of the journal’s entire run (for many journals, this means back to the 1880s or 1890s) until approximately five years before the current year.  JSTOR also contains very powerful search limiting options (you can limit by individual journal, by discipline, by year, and you can also perform a search that looks for specific terms in the journals’ full texts, rather than simply titles).

St. Lawrence University Writing Center
5

