Teaching with SciFinder Scholar: Floating Seats Shared in a Consortium
Under the proposed system, a consortium could “contract for 40 seats that would be used exclusively in their teaching laboratories . . . laboratory coordinators at all of those institutions would schedule the 40 seats on a rotating basis so that only one institution at a time would be using them in a given week.”  Approximately a third of all respondents express immediate and clear interest in the possibility of having forty “floating seats.” An additional third, while interested, are uncertain if such a system is either necessary or feasible due to scheduling concerns between institutions and computer facilities at individual schools.   
Most respondents currently utilize or are aware of the SciFinder Scholar “training seats” offered by CAS.  Although many express some discontent with the need to schedule these 15 one-day seats a fortnight in advance, most find them adequate for those times when hands-on classroom instruction has been scheduled beforehand.  However, as XYZ1 points out, “most requests for classroom instruction are last minute requests.” She would prefer to have a single guaranteed seat available for on-the-spot demonstration needs.  Several respondents foresaw scheduling conflicts between institutions: “we are already having a hard time trying to accommodate all of the requests we get from faculty . . . to have to work another university’s needs into this schedule would probably be unworkable!” (XYZ2).  Additionally, several schools, although interested in the prospect of having forty floating seats, do not have the appropriate computer facilities for teaching SFS in chemistry labs.  

Although the concept of “floating seats” neither solves last-minute access issues nor offers any particular benefit over the “training seats” currently available for medium-sized classes, it may work well to reduce competition for an individual institution’s seats when large, introductory classes have research projects due.  XYZ3 suggested that the “floating seats” would even enable the development of “specific lab assignments that focused on SciFinder Scholar.”  Currently, many schools appear to promote alternative A&I tools for undergraduate use, such as Beilstein for structure searching.  XYZ4 feels that “SciFinder Scholar is an immensely valuable tool.  It is not the appropriate tool for every research/teaching situation.”  XYZ5 shares this opinion: “Part of our role as chem info educators is to train people to pick and use the most appropriate tool for a given need.  To turn freshmen loose on SciFinder doesn’t seem to be meeting that role very well.”
XYZ6 suggests a SFS “training server” comprised of “a static, limited (1 year?) dataset . . . [that] should involve minimal maintenance once it is running.”  XYZ7 had a similar idea for a “searchable subset database, a la LCA/LREG . . . expressly for instructional purposes.”  Such a system would not be appropriate for all schools, however.  XYZ2 points out that “our faculty want the students to be working on topics of the faculty’s choice and not be restricted to just topics in the abridged database--they want the students using the real thing.”  Furthermore, XYZ2 states, “We have tried the ‘learner database’ concepts in other areas and it has flopped royally.”
Almost 2/3 of respondents expressed some degree of interest in the “floating seats” proposal, although many are content with the current “training seats” system being offered.  The greatest interest in the “floating seats” system comes from the potential to expand or introduce SFS training in labs and introductory courses or the feeling that it would reduce competition for seats when large classes are performing research immediately following instruction in SFS.  Concerns are raised about potential scheduling issues and adequate computer facilities at various institutions.  Others question if SFS is the most appropriate tool for large undergraduate classes.  Finally, the concept of a “learner’s database” might fulfill training needs with a minimum investment from either the schools involved or CAS.
The above summary was prepared by Alison Rollins, graduate student in the School of Library and Information Science at Indiana University, from data supplied by Gary Wiggins in June 2003.
