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Program Abstract: Libraries are purchasing more and more resources in electronic form, and there is gre ater need to provide
context-specific and course-specific access. We will demonstrate Middle Tennessee Stat e University’s use of LibData, a library oriented web
application that enables efficient and flexible management of access to electronic con tent.

Introduction 

As libraries purchase more electronic resources, librarians are experiencing a greater  need to provide context-specific access to these 
resources. This paper describes our experience at Middle Tennessee State University (M TSU) in implementing LibData, a Web-based, 
database-driven authoring tool for subject guides ( University of Minnesota Libraries, 2005). Using LibData allowed us to manage 
access to our electronic resources more efficiently and effectively than in the past. We were also able to reorganize access to electronic 
resources in a way more usable by our audience. The article also provides suggestions for organizing electronic subject guides regardless 
of the authoring environment used.

Problems and Perspective

Librarians have been creating pathfinders as subject-based guides for users for many y ears. The pathfinders outlined and described various
types of resources in a specific subject area. Usually the resources were “arranged in  what was determined to be a search sequence order
typical for the subject” (Hemmig, 2005). As library Web sites were developed and evolved in the 1990s, librarians quickly sa w an 
opportunity to not only put those pathfinders online, but to include links to and desc riptions of their growing electronic collections. One simple 
format for an online subject guide is a list of available resources, as shown in Figur e 1. Such an arrangement, however, provides little help 
for the user unsure of which resource to use in a given situation. A more useful arran gement distinguishes resources by subject (see Figure 
2).



Figure 1. Online guide to available electronic resources, with no arrangement by subject.



Figure 2. Online guide to available electronic resources, categorized by subject.

At MTSU, the online subject guides were created and evolved as a response to the growi ng number and significance of electronic resources
as well as the reference librarians’ reliance on the library Web site as a reference t ool. The subject guides were listed in alphabetical order
on a page titled Research Gateway. Forty-eight subject guides covered nearly all of th e academic disciplines offered by the university and
also covered special topics or resources such as Current Issues and Dissertations.

The original subject guide pages were separate pages created with HTML coding. Each di screte page had to be individually updated when a 
common resource was added, modified, or discontinued. For instance, if the library sub scribed to a resource useful in multiple disciplines, 
the librarian in charge of adding the resources individually modified each subject gui de. If the link to that database later changed, each page 
would again be modified. As the library added more electronic resources, managing the subject guide pages became increasingly 
time-consuming.

As the subject guides became more central to our reference services we wanted to inclu de key reference works, Web sites, bibliographies, 
print indexes, other catalogs, and free scholarly databases. However, the staff time r equired to maintain the subject guides hindered their 
continued enhancement. Web management concerns dictated that only a limited number of librarians could edit pages, and this became a 
barrier to collaboration. We realized that we needed a database-driven Web application  to help us manage and improve our subject guides.

Our first step toward implementing a new subject guide structure was a needs assessmen t. We reviewed the library literature about subject 
guides and analyzed the online subject guides at several other universities for inspir ation. Our guiding principle was to provide clues and 
shortcuts to users for obtaining needed information. We wanted our subject categories to be pertinent for our audience, so we looked closely 
at the list of degrees offered at MTSU and developed an initial list of subject guides  that corresponded to those degrees (see Figure 3).



Figure 3. Some of MTSU’s subject guide categories.

We also sought to further refine our strategy for patron access by providing context-s pecific subjects for academic concentrations such as
Public History and Dance History. The Public History subject guide includes general hi story sources but also highlights several historic
preservation sources that are applicable to that program’s focus (see Figure 4). Dance  History is a class taught in the Speech and Theatre
department. As shown in Figure 5, the Dance History course page augments the Speech an d Theatre subject guide with biographical
sources and image databases relevant for researchers in that course. Guides such as Bi ographical Sources and Country Studies are meant
for a particular research need. The Government Documents and Statistics guides provide  access to resources of a particular type. In our
needs assessment, we realized it was important to think creatively about the arrangeme nt and taxonomy of resources.

Figure 4. MTSU’s Public History subject guide highlights historic preservation sources vital to that program.



Figure 5. MTSU’s Dance History course page includes assignment-specific resources not available on the parent Speech and Theatre
subject guide.

Many librarians have found it useful to continue providing access to resources accordi ng to resource type, as they did with print pathfinders. 
We felt that our resource type headings should be concise and descriptive and should m ake sense to users, not only to librarians. During 
the development and implementation of our subject guides we continually refined the hi erarchical listing of resource types. For instance, the 
headings under the Primary Source Materials master resource type went through several iterations before we finally settled on: Archival 
Directories, Digital Collections, Historical Newspapers, and Local Collections. Not su rprisingly, the Articles master resource type underwent 
the most review. Because LibData sorts headings alphabetically, we creatively titled t he Articles headings: Best Sources for this Subject, 
Find Articles in Other Databases, Journals, Magazines, and Newspapers, Multiple Databa se Search, and Print Indexes (see Figure 6). We 
are now using 43 resource type headings in our subject guides. Resource type schema, h owever, will change over time in order to best 
reflect current resources and their subject context.

Figure 6. Some of the resource type headings used in MTSU’s subject guides . 

Advantages of LibData 

LibData is an open-source Web application developed by the University of Minnesota’s D igital Library Development Lab (University of 
Minnesota Libraries, 2005). It is available for download at http://sourceforge.net/projects/libdata. In our previous arrangement of 
static HTML pages, where each page had to be individually edited for changes, it was e asy to overlook an occurrence of a resource that 
needed editing. This led to inconsistencies between subject guides. For example, at on e time, the resource Expanded Academic Index 
appeared in several subject pages. On the History subject guide, the resource appeared  as Expanded Academic Index, but the same 
resource was named Expanded Academic ASAP on the Criminal Justice subject guide. It wa s difficult for the library Web team to keep up 
with all the changes necessary to keep the subject guides consistent. LibData has allo wed us to efficiently manage access to our databases. 
Because LibData is a database-driven application, one user can edit a resource name, U RL, or description and immediately update all 
occurrences of the resource in multiple subject guides. When the InfoTrac OneFile data base name changed to General OneFile, we were 
able to quickly change the name on the 17 subject guides where the resource appeared.



LibData is based on the PHP language. It creates a data repository that enables page a uthors to create Web content using a Web-based
authoring console. Using PHP programming code, commands in the authoring console deliv er page authors’ input into a MySQL database,
and separate PHP code enables the information to be rendered to the public interface. This structure is also useful for posting temporary
notices about resources or resource groups. When a recent vendor power outage interrup ted access to all EBSCO products, we were
quickly able to edit the LibData vendor record to post a service interruption notice.

Another advantage of LibData is that it allows subject guide authors to customize reso urce descriptions. The creator of a resource record
writes a default description. Subject page authors can later choose to use the default  description or customize it to provide context-specific
information. For example, Education Full Text appears on eight MTSU subject guides and  seven course pages. The Education subject guide
author used the default resource description for Education Full Text. The author of th e Health and Human Performance subject guide,
however, modified the default description to emphasize the resource’s health and physi cal education content. This feature enables subject
guide authors to create guides that follow a standard blueprint but that also include customized information about a resource.

Subject guide authors can also modify a resource type when appropriate. For example, L exisNexis Academic appears on the Engineering 
Subject Guide under the resource type Journals, Magazines, and Newspapers (see Figure 7). This categorization is meant to highlight the 
resource's utility as source for engineering trade publication content. In contrast, L exisNexis Academic is categorized on the Legal Research 
subject guide under the resource type Articles-Best Sources for this Subject (see Figu re 8). In both subject guides, a link to the database 
description page offers users the opportunity to read more about the resource.

Figure 7. Custom resource type: LexisNexis Academic is categorized as a Journals, Magazines, and Newspapers resource on the MTSU 
Engineering subject guide.

Figure 8. Custom resource type: LexisNexis Academic is categorized as an Article resource on the MTSU Legal Research subject guide.

In closing, LibData has enabled us to manage our subject guides efficiently while prov iding an extensive research environment for our users 
and reference librarians. However, LibData is not the only available open-source or da tabase driven option. Corrado and Frederick highlight 
several other open-source options in their Code4Lib Journal article (2008). Additional ly, some libraries are making creative use of social 
bookmarking, blogs, wikis, and course management systems for a similar purpose. A newe r fee-based product called LibGuides is a hosted 
subscription product that is fairly inexpensive: http://www.springshare.com/. Even if you are limited in the technology that is available to 
you, it is possible to assess and improve your patron's access to electronic resources . 
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