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Agenda

• General Remarks
• What is an eBook?

– Physical eBooks
– Virtual eBooks

• Issues for Libraries
• eBook Future
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The Press

• eBook Done Right [PCMag 20(8), 32]
• New E-book devices don't threaten the 

printed word [US News & World Rep 
130(13), 57]

• “the last paper edition of the New York 
Times will appear in 2018” ]Dick Brass, 
Microsoft VP]

• Now for a real expert…



BCLA 2001 Crafting Libraries in the New Millennium

Mark Leggott, University of Winnipeg Library

A Reader
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What Is An eBook?

• A digital book which can be viewed on 
either a special device or computer

• Special device is called a Reader
• Content is called the eBook
• May include only text, text and images, 

text with audio, text and multimedia
• Usually allows for full text searching
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eBook Standards

• Only meaningful standard is for the 
content itself

• No real HW standards (other than PC)
• Content standards

– OEB (HTML/XML) – only open standard
– MS Reader is based on OEB
– PDF is a proprietary format with wide use
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Physical eBooks
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The Numbers

• ~ 100,000 eBook readers in use today
• Currently ~ 5 readers on the market
• Have been dozens of experimental 

eBook readers (Lectrice, Xlibris) which 
have never come to fruition



BCLA 2001 Crafting Libraries in the New Millennium

Mark Leggott, University of Winnipeg Library

Description

• Physical device shaped like a book
– either pocketbook or magazine size
– usually ties content to the specific unit
– usually relies on proprietary format
– usually requires connection to desktop
– battery life from days to hours
– $300 - $1200 +



BCLA 2001 Crafting Libraries in the New Millennium

Mark Leggott, University of Winnipeg Library

RCA/Thompson

• REB1100 (B&W - RocketBook) $500 & 
REB1200 (Colour - SoftBook) $1,000

• Online bookstore via dial-up/Ethernet
• Use with RCA proprietary content only 

(over 4,000 titles currently)
• Few titles use colour – no support for 

industry standards like PDF/MS Reader
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Franklin

• eBookMan – released this year ($300)
• Slightly larger than Palm PDA
• Uses proprietary eBook format (MS 

Reader support coming)
• Content currently very limited 

(dictionaries and popular pDomain)
• Plays MP3’s and digital audio books
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goReader

• goReader PC-like appliance (Q3 2001)
• Targeting student market - eTextbook
• Just announced partnership with 

Harcourt College Publishers
• Supports XML/PDF/OEB/Office/Audio
• Support for Bluetooth
• Most promising technology today
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PDA Devices

• Palm or Pocket PC
• Support for various formats including 

HTML, PDF, Office, OEB, MS Reader
• Disadvantage is small size
• Fairly common, relatively inexpensive 

device
• Some audio capabilities also
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Conclusions

• Essentially a personal device, not well 
suited to libraries

• Best for reading fiction
• Some use in libraries to provide access 

to collections of books
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Virtual eBooks
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Numbers

• Much more common than physical
• Actual use not known
• Available from various vendors

– book publishers (Safari.oreilly.com)
– book dealers (Barnes & Noble)
– eBook only publishers (MightyWords.com)

• Relies on user having a PC, PDA, tablet 
or other device
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Description

• A digital resource containing the content 
of a book
– formats vary from simple ASCII text (e.g. 

Project Gutenberg) to rich (PDF)
– viewable on a range of computers, usually 

with special helper/viewer software
– may or may not have copy protection
– usually allows FT search functions
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netLibrary

• Good example of web-based eBooks
• Both online and offline viewers
• Strong support for Library model

– variable circulation policies, consortia
– usage reports, collection/user management

• Example of vendor making partnerships 
with eLibrary systems like Questia
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books24x7.com

• Similar to netLibrary but more specific
– IT collection, subscription model
– extra features – e.g. download code
– personalization features

• IT Knowledge similar but recently folded
• Publishers starting to do their own in 

addition (O’Reilly’s  good example)
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Acrobat Family

• Acrobat is the original product
• New products Acrobat on steroids
• Recent acquisition of Glassbook 

– Adobe Content Server (secures & sells PDF files)
– Adobe Acrobat eBook Reader (adds bookmarking, 

highlighting, annotation as well as personal Library 
organizer, EBX)

– Barnes and Noble example partnership
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Microsoft Reader

• Microsoft’s response to Acrobat
– Based on OEB standard
– Simple conversion from HTML files
– Uses “ClearType” technology
– Popular alternative to PDF since it takes 

standard HTML documents
– Virginia eText Center is a good example

• Amazon example partnership
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Standard Whole-Pixel Windows TrueType rendering:

Sub-Pixel Rendered Text:
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Questia

• An online Library
– Has “over 35,000 books”
– Journals yet to come
– Paper writing/citing/proofing tools
– Reference tools

• An online work environment
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Conclusions

• Essentially an information seeking or 
research environment

• Ideal eBook environment for most 
libraries to venture into

• Virtual eBooks may well feed Readers 
as they come to support standard file 
formats – function for libraries?
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Issues for Libraries
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Physical eBooks

• Current value greatest for Public Library 
(primarily content) - those with $$?

• Biggest benefit now seems to be PR
• Integration difficulties

– Cost vs. print books, Damage
– How to circulate/administer?
– Some success with genre/collection groups
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PL Sample Scenario

• Suite of readers (e.g. RocketBook or 
REB1100) divided by genre/author

• Advantages
– User “borrows” complete collections

• Disadvantages
– Problem is reading collection in 3 weeks ;-)
– Damage to units, Loss of peripherals
– Colour images not great (magazines)
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Virtual eBooks

• Libraries should have support for basic 
types and formats
– MS Reader, PDF software
– NetLibrary, 24x7, etc.

• Still some integration issues
– Cataloguing
– Circulation (COPPUL netLibrary is 24 hrs)
– Information Literacy
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UL Sample Scenario

• Purchase collection (NetLibrary, 24x7)
• Integrate into DB lists & catalogue
• Add titles with heavy use in print form
• Advantages

– FT search, work environment, circ period
• Disadvantages

– Need PC, circ period, printing costs to user
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eBook Future
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Where They Fail

• As Books
• Reading most fiction titles
• Children’s books 
• Beach Reading – bad for eBook
• Bed Reading – bad for humans ;-)
• Recent survey had 73% young readers 

rejecting eBooks/books online
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Where They Pass

• Self Publishing
• Leading Edge/Underground publishing
• News and Current Events
• Scholarly use
• Users with visual/physical disabilities
• Traveling Library
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What Will it Take?

• Free wireless device
• Digital Rights Management issue is 

addressed
• Support for OEB 1 and successors
• Resolution of copyright issues (e.g. 

paper to digital)
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The Future?

• Digital paper or eInk
– 1st prototype in 1970’s – Xerox PARC
– Not much else until mid 1990’s with a new 

technology from MIT – led to E Ink
• Currently limited to large signs
• In 3-5 years will reach 100 dpi
• 10 years before real eBook with ePaper
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Then where will libraries be?

“If every blank book is a potential 
library, will there continue to be a 

need for libraries?”
Charles C. Mann. Electronic paper Turns the Page. 

Technology Review, Mar 2001 42-48


