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i Introduction
|
The number of information systems and centers in educational settings
|

is increasing nationally and more are contemplated. Many of these information

EDO0 39008

" retrieval systems are automated and are intended to provide information to the

1

user/educator quickly and efficiently. Whether or not these systems or centers
-are providing relevant information to requestbrs is|not clear. To proQide
preliminary data which would begin to serve ag a basis for rational decisions
continues to be a préblem in education.
To "improve re;%arch information service, and fo provide a foundation
. i .

for valid judgments about the efficacy of providing relevant information via

2 tomated retrieval systems, a modest experimental pilot research study was

ndertaken. It was decided to conduct a bomparative study of two different

'materiais.(E.R.l.C.). A nationai Sémi;ﬁrivate research information agency
| (N.I.A.)'which utilizes machine searching of the research:literature was
compare& with the Research and.lnformation Services for Education (R.!.S.E.), 'a
regional research information agency employing manual searching of ‘the research
literature. |
R.1.S.E., an agency funded under Title [ll of the Elementary and
-Seconaary Educétion Acttof 1965, is an educational research agency functiohing/
at the.locél-intermediate—regfbnal levei. On; otT its more visible activities is
- to provide research information on request to educators. During the first two
years of existence, over 800 requests for'informatfon were handled. [n an

effort to improve its information service, R.1.S.E. has continually reviewed

and evaluated both the process and product of its efforts.

o ‘*Johﬁ Céﬁlson, Ed.D., is Associate Director, Research and Information Services
ERIC  for Education, L43 S. Gulph Rd., King of Prussia, Pa. 19406 ,
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A shprg evaluation form asking for reactions.td R.1.S.E., service and
to the product was included with each packet of information thét was gent out.
Mo;£ clients returqea the form, which, in general, showed a highly favorable
~response. Supplementing this effort were other evalgation procedufes. Thése
included on-site evaluations by outside experts as well as mandated evaluations
by State evaluation groﬁps. In addition, a random sampling of clients using
'typifal.interview techniques was conducted by the R.l.S.E. staff.
| N.I1.A., shppbrted‘by private foundation fundé, small fees from users, |
‘and Federal monies, is an educational service agency supplying research inform-
ation to users drgwn from throughout the county. Its information seryice‘ .

employs optical coincidence scanning to serve the increasing number of their

clients.

Purpose ' . e

The _specific purpose of the comparison Is to obtain some preliminary

dapa to determine the difference in rélevanqe of information received, as
judged by the user. '"Relevance" was defined as the relationship between a
-~ “document and the user's {nformation requiremént:2 While relevance judgments
are complex processes,3 ithas decided to focus on this criterion because a
demand literature search is the basic premise on which_R.I.S.E.'coptinues to

~

serve its clients. Thus, '"relevance'" has more importance to R.!.S.E. than the

issues of '"speed," 'cost," or "accuracy,' which are considered secondary for

(4

R

purposes of this study.

‘A true experimental study, employing inferential statistical approaches,

was not attempted.

Methodology
In a regular search of the E.R.I.C. collection, it is customary for
R.1.S.E. to send to the client abstracts along with either excérpts of

- pertinent sections of a repoirt or the compléte report itself if not too lengthy.
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It was decided, for purposes of the study, that only abstracts would be
fgtwarded to the cl[enf by R.1.S.E. Since the N.l.A. sends only &he access{on
number for‘any E.R.I.C. abst;act, and not the abstract ltseif; to thg }equgstor,
@ decision by R.1.S.€., to make a selection of excerpts from printed articles
would have %nvalidated the study. The alternative of ;ending'the complete
printout for each item was ruled out on a ffnancial énd practical basis, since
many E.ﬁ_l.t‘ documents run to several hundred,pages.

It is. known that there ts a tenden;y td_judge itens more relevant if
less is known about the subject and the person does not have sufficient evidence
to decide between relevance énd non—relevan;e.h Hence, it was known there would
be instances where on the basis ?f an abstract alone, a client might make one
decision régarding relevancy, but then change this décision after reading'the
complete report. Despite this, it was decided that pfovidiﬁgmpnly abstracts -

while not an Tdeal method - was the most feasible course in a pilot study and

- further, that if a client erred because the abstract did not provide sufficient

o information, he would err in favor of both R.1.S.E. and N.i,A.

.....Four possible responses were decided upon: ''relevant,'" 'not relevant,"

“"don't know but possibly relevant,'" or 'don't know but possibly not relevant."

>

The last two were selected because it was probable there would be a good number
of items about which the client could not make a clear decision bélween

"relevant' and "not relevant." It was deemed inappropriate to include only

one additional possibility - ""don't know" - since it ig logical to expect certain

Instances where a client cannot decide between "relevant' and "don't Know' or
between 'not relevant' and "don't know.'" In such cases the client might check
frelevant" instead bf ""don't know,'" not on the basis of the content of the
abstract, but on the 3gsis of past experiences with tests or evaluations, or of
speculétions about how the evaluation might be set up. It was believed.thaf

[

twpnchoices within the "don't know" category might help solve these problems.
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The'possib{lipy of providing a fifth choice - "don't know'" - in ad&ition
ng"don't énbw but possibly relevant" ‘and "don't know but possib{y.not relevant"
was considered.5 It was ultimately'decfded that this was unnecessary since if

» @aclient could not make any decision about an abgtract, it probably should be
listed under "don't know but possibly not relevant," that is, both have the
same meaning. Further, having a fifth choice Qould create a‘false value for
choices three and fou;: without the fifth possibility, the client would have

no qualms about checking '"'don't know but possibly relevant.'" |If there were

the' fifth choice, however, the client might assume that cho’ce three had "stricter

| criteria'" than intended.

Procedure
in géneral, it was decided for purpdses of fhevstudy, ;6 accept the next
20 literature search requests in the order received by R.|.S.E. Excluded were
-;certain“typeswpf requests .so specialized that tﬁe.ﬁoPics would not likely be
" found in E.R.1.C. - for instanceé, patterns reveéled by Rorschach tests; o;_
Qgcause they were requégzghg;ﬁa high";}%or}ty naturé? which necessitated unusuél
'*““"“and“hence"é"t?ﬁ?ca1“prbEeS§1ng‘énd“treétmenff 6F”beéause“théy”were requests
| .. submitted by clients .under ;pecial contract. ‘In the last éase, it was felt
that these clients might give biased responses becéuge of the.fee Sharged them.
following acceptance of a seafch tbpic for the study, a detailed state-

ment of the request was sent to the N.l.A., including a list of descriptors

afrivéd at between the negotiatof and the cliént.6‘ At “the beginning of the

study,ﬁsoth agencies agreed that this procedure Wés mutually satiéfactory aﬁd
that no additfonal information on the quesfion need be‘sought.
R.I.S.E. literature searchers were informed of the clienﬁ's request in
the usual way; they could.ask any questions of interpretaticn of the supervisor
" who mediated the request initially. The searchers were asked to»complete the

E.R.1.C. portion of the séarch first and then fill out & special worksheet on
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which to list accession numbers and so on, plus one extra copy of each applicable
| |
abst. ict. Searchers were informed this was part of a special pilot study, but

were told to perform the E.R.l1.C. portion of the search in the normal way.

!
When the abstract accession numbers were received from the N.l.A., these
| : : ‘
‘e ! ' Py
numbers were copied onto R.1.S.E.'s special worksheet. The searcher was then

asked to make one copy of each abstract listed.

| An evaiuatioﬁ form/ was prepared for the client; it listed in numerical
order all abstractsjretrieved by both information'agencies. The numbers from
each were interdigifated so that the client would have no way of knbwing which
abstracts came from which source. [|f both agencies had sele;ted the same abstraﬁt,
oniy one entry was m;de on the evaluation form. The client also receiVed one
copy of each of the ;Bstracts listed and was asked to judgé the rele?ande on a |
subjeétive baSis, thét is, how a particular abstract related to his specific
question not how it mféht relate to his §ubject o general. fhe clients were

also informed that this pflot study was part of a special project and would

" interfere in no way with their regular ongoing search, the resuits of which

_ would bevmaifed as soon as his evaluation form was completéd and returned to
R.I.Q.E;‘

Uéon rgceipt of the evaluation‘fofm the datalWere transferred té a summary
sheet as follows: abstracts retrieved from bqth sources were listed first,

along with the subjective respsnses; next came a listing of abstracts retrieved
“only by N.I1.A.; fhe thitd;group was.the R.1.S.E. abstragts, The Qummary of
resu{ts was tabulated at the bottbm of the worksheet. |

The pilot study was conducted from April to July 1969 and involved 20

respondents.

Results
Table 1 presents data regarding the differences in relevance; as.repofted

by users, between E.R.1.C. abstracts selected by R.1.S.E. and those selected




by the N.l.A.
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An examination of the data reveals, first, that R.l.S.E. scarchers located

. | .
almost twice as many abstracts as did N.l.A.: 118 or 68% of the total number
|

of 173 abstracts on:which clients expressed judgments for R.I.S.E., and 55 or
© 32% for N.1.A. Of éhe 118 abstracts identified.by'R.l.S.E., 56 or 47% wére
judged by users to ée "relevant," and 26 or 22% as ''not relevant." By
contrast, of the 551abstracts located by N.l.A., the clients checked 23 or 37%
as ‘'relevant,' and 17 or 27% as ''not relevant:" |

In terms of ébSOIute figures, the comparison is even more striking. The
users judgedv56 abgﬁ%acts located by R;J.S.E. as being‘relevant to their needs
"and only 26 as beinélnot relevant, whereas they judged 23 abstracts.identified
by N.i;A{ as'relevaJt and 17 as being not relevant. In addition, the 20 clients
reported 34-abstracts identified by R.i.g.E. as being ''possibly relevant,"
compared to only 11 abstracts similarly identified by N.l.A. Clearly, theﬁ, the
data show.that the users judged many mére R.I.S.E.-identiffed than N.1.A.-

identified abstracts as being relevant. - o .

From the viewpoint of individual cases, of 15 clients (four clients

reported no relevant abstracts from either agency, and a fifth reported one
relevant abstract from each agency), 11 reported more relevant abstracts

located by R.IQS.E., while only 4 reported more relevant abstracts located by N.I.A.

\ Discussion

~This study is subject to the usual ‘limitations of studies involving a
smail number of caﬁes; the reader ig cautioned about the dangers of generalizing
' beyond the attempted purpose and limited scope of the study. Also, even by
»4tak|ng the requests for information in the order recelved, thus mlrrorlng the |

"typucal,sntuatlon," variables, such as geographlcal proximity to the R.1. S E
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centér,Awefé not completely controlled for. On the other hénd, interdigitating
the abstraéts and providing the same set of descriptors for bofh agencies did
.p}6§ide some measure of control. ‘

| ‘Additional research is needed to confirm or denj these preliminary.
fiﬁdings, For instance, a more statisgically sophicated experimental study
might be used as a follow-up of the limited pTl;t s tudy. The'response format
could be designed so as to admit an examination by inferential sfétistical
meghods. Each response obtion could be weighed'and a t test applied. Such
refinements may yield greater precision. |In the meantime, on the basis of the

limited data collected and analyzed descriptively, R.}.S.E.- located (manﬁally

selected) abstracts were judged by users to be more relevant than N.1.A. (machine

selected) abstracts.
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; | Footnotes
”JThe fictitious name “Natuonal lnformatlon Agen(y“ was chosen for purposes of

i’

the study. ;'
2ponald King, “Desigh and Evaluation of [nformation Systems.'" [n Annual

Review of Information Science and Technology, Volume (Il, Encyclopedia
Britanica, Inc., 1965, p. 70.
x

3Ce\rlos Cuadra and Robert Katter, Special Libraries, "Implications of

.Relevance Research for Library Operations and Training" (Volume LiX,
September 1968), p. 50h

Mbid., p. 506.

5There was a point of view expressed in the early planning stfges which argued
for a fifth "don't know' choice, which would accomodate the client who
definitely and honestly did not know. The provision for this fifth choice,
it was held, would provide greater leeway on the continuem of a closure type
.response format. This argument was rejected in an initial pilot study for
-the reasons cited ln,the text. Perhaps a second research study should be
made, employing a fifth choice. : S
| B

Robert S. Taylor, Céllege and Research Libraries '"Question-Negotiation and
information Seeking in Libraries'" (May 1968). Mediating of all requests was
done by a single full-time professional who was fully aware of the communication

gaps' in the negotiation process. The average mediation, received over the
~ telephone, took at least 20 minutes.

T Tgee Appendix A.

;wﬁwM"“§0f the 20 clients, 6 were teachers, 6 were directors, 3 were principals, |

. was a research intern, | was an elementary school supervisor, | was an assustant
superintendent, | was a chief school administrator, and | was a college
professor. There were 10 males and 10 females. In view of the small number

of subjects, it was deemed not appropriate to analyze the data by staff
position and/or sex.
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Ri.S:E. SPECULAL EVALUATION _  ERIC MATERIALS .

Name . o | o L DATE

PROJECT TITLE

INSTRUCTIONS: The attached abstracts were selected by tvio different retrieval systems.
The purp.se of this evaluation {s to provide a basis for Judging the value of each
system, as part of RISE's effort to improve its literature search services.

Please review each abstract and indicate your evaluation of its relevance, based on
pertinence to your specific problem or question. Since these materials were prepared
especially for your request, you are the only one who can Judge thelr relevance. .

These materials do not represent a completed literature search, Your projedt is in
preparation and will be sent to you upon receipt of this form. -

'
-

Check only one category for each abstract:

. . Dontt Know, "' Dpon't Know,
Abstract _ Not ' But possibly | But possibly
Humber ' 'Rélevant . 'Not Relevant

b
v
o
{1
<
o))
3
(us

’’’’’

I

TR
I
TR

omments, {f any: I : -

hank you for participating in this evaluation. We hope your efforts will be rewarded

y improved RISE service in the future. Please return this form in the enclosed envelope

03 ~ : : | ,
Supervisor of Dissemination , :
-Research and Information Services for Education

-« 443 South Gulph Road ‘ S Ce |

~ King of Prussia, Pennsylvania 19406 T LA

\“\

g et




*=

Abstract

Differences in judged relevance of E.R.l.C. abstracts idenfffied by
two different information systems were investigated. A national semi-private

educational service agency which utilizes mechanical searching of the research

A
.2

literature was one information sygtem, while the other was a regioﬁéfﬁ i ‘.:%'
Federally-funded agency employing manual searching.. 20 cllents reported they

PR Y ‘..,... I N T I e

found substantlally more E.R, I C. abstracts |dentlfied by a manual method to

be relevant to thelr needs than abstracts ‘ocated by a mechanical searchlng
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system using the same set of E,R, I C. descrlptor

.
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