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INFORMATION BITS

MINITEX Web site has a new look
The MINITEX Web site has recently
been redesigned.  Cleaner and easier to
navigate, the new Web site can be
visited at http://www-
minitex.lib.umn.edu/.  Please take a
moment to give us your feedback on the
Web site redesign.  Just click on the
feedback link and send us your com-
ments.

Update on ELM Content
Due to the Minnesota budget shortfall
MINITEX will discontinue its Minne-
sota statewide subscription to
ProQuest’s Newspapers 5, effective
June 30, 2002.  Thank you to all who
contributed comments and feedbak on
how best to absorb the reduction in
state funding.  ELM will still include the
fourteen Gale databases and The
OCLC Collection of FirstSearch
databases.

The Tasini Decision and “Full-Text Access”: What’s it all about?
by Susan Hoffman

Almost one year ago, in June of 2001, the Supreme Court ruled in the case of The
New York Times vs. Jonathan Tasini, et al.  The Court’s decision was a major
reinterpretation of copyright law in the digital era, i.e., the here and now.   The
ruling held that publishers, represented by The New York Times Company, Inc.,
could not resell stories written by free-lance writers to online vendor/aggregators
(like Lexis/Nexis, Gale or ProQuest) without the author’s permission.  The
justices further declared that the decision was retrospective, meaning that the
publisher would be liable for damages if it continued to make a story available
without the author’s permission.

Like any court decision, the Tasini case has a long, turbulent and not entirely lucid
history (lucid, that is, for the lay person trying to understand both its evolution and
fallout). Before 1976, U.S. copyright law had held that a publishing house owned
the copyright for all collected content it published, including content written by
freelance writers (as opposed to content written by staff writers/journalists.)
After a new copyright law was enacted in 1976, freelance writers were awarded
copyright rights for work sold to a publisher.  Publishers, however, retained the
right to “reformat” their publications.

The next decade—1980 through the early 1990’s—saw explosive growth in the
use of computing technology to turn print backfiles of news and information into
databases.  (I remember the newspaper “morgue,” with its endless file drawers,
index cards and envelopes stuffed with clippings. I was a library school student
and library intern at the Madison Wisconsin State Journal & Capitol Times in
1983, where I clipped and filed articles and answered questions about local news
stories.)  News publishers began creating electronic in-house news files to aid
reporters doing research for future stories.  Early online vendors—Lexis/Nexis,
for example—began to buy and license access to online files of daily newspapers
and to offer these to libraries and businesses for a fee.

While the Tasini case grabbed news headlines last year, the case has in fact been
simmering for over a decade.  In 1993, Jonathan Tasini, the case’s name bearer
and  president of the National Writers Union, filed suit against the New York
Times in district court. Tasini, representing a group of eleven freelance writers,
claimed that publishers were wrongfully making money off of freelancers labor by
including articles for which they did not have copyright permission in new online
products. Royalty payments for articles accessed in the online products were not
being passed on to the original authors.  The publishers countered that the print
edition of their publications and the online counterparts were identical, and that the
“reformatting” concept outlined in earlier court decisions should hold sway.  As
Ron Chepesuik noted in a brief article on Tasini in American Libraries, (June-
July 2001, p.42) “ [The publishers claim]…the print editions and the databases
where the freelance writings are stored are almost identical…[the] medium is the
only real difference, and that doesn’t matter under the law.”
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Tasini continued

The plaintiffs saw it differently.  Anecdotal information
has it that several of the original Tasini plaintiffs acciden-
tally ran across their articles in online databases without
having relinquished copyright for the item.  These authors
saw the uncompensated recycling of content as an attack
on their livelihood, arguing that greedy publishers and
aggregators were essentially stealing work from their
producers.

In truth, the history of Tasini is a checkerboard of inde-
pendent, but interrelated, actions by players on both sides
of the litigation.  From the middle of the 1990’s onward,
selected publishers had been soliciting freelancers’
permission to re-distribute content online.  Other publish-
ers ignored the potential implications of the 1993 court
action, in effect daring writers to come after them. Some
freelance writers signed over rights to online distribution
when approached; others negotiated contracts compen-
sating them for online access.  Still others felt that pushing
for compensation was counter-productive.  Some publish-
ers began removing freelance content from their products
in the mid- 90’s; other publishers did nothing, continuing to
send all of their content to vendors for redistribution.
Most of the arrangements flew under the library
community’s radar.  As Cary Kenny writes in her excel-
lent overview article, “Newspaper Publishers in the Post-
Tasini Era” (Searcher, vol.10, no.3, March 2002, pg. 50-
58), “…Who [in libraries] knew that for all these years
searchers of the Washington Post had never, ever
accessed a freelance article written for that paper,
because the Post had never made freelancer material
available online.”

In 1999, the U.S. Court of Appeals reversed a 1997
district court ruling that favored the publishers.  The
Appeals Court declared that publishers’ privilege to
reformat content does “not permit them to license indi-
vidually copyrighted works for inclusion in electronic
databases.”  The next and final step in the battle was for
the Times Company, Inc., to take the ruling to the Su-
preme Court.

The Supreme Court upheld the appellate court ruling, re-
affirming that the reuse of freelance work in a CD-ROM
or online database without the author’s permission is a
violation of copyright law.  A major impact of the court’s
ruling has been and will continue to be on older works
contained in commercial databases.  Will content be
removed, or will full-text access merely be blocked, with
online text still searchable?  Or will publishers chose to
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retain content and try to come up with a permission system
that pays the writer for potential and/or actual access to the
online work?

The narrative history of the Tasini decision constitutes the
easiest part of the story to tell.  What has been done in the
past is done.  Now, publishers, vendors, and writers have to
come up with a system that complies with the law, maxi-
mizes profit, pays a fair wage, and preserves, to the greatest
extent possible, the public historical record.

Where and how do libraries fit into this picture? Look for
next month’s article on libraries and the effects of the Tasini
decision.

CDRS becomes QuestionPoint

OCLC and the Library of Congress will be launching
QuestionPoint, a digital reference desk collaborative service
this June 2002.  QuestionPoint is an outgrowth of OCLC’s
work with the Library of Congress and Collaborative Digital
Reference Service (CDRS) pilot member libraries.
QuestionPoint offers libraries and library groups a way to
provide and manage virtual reference services, as well as
provide libraries access to a global network of reference
librarians.

For more information on what it is and how it works, visit the
official QuestionPoint Web site at http://www.loc.gov/rr/
digiref/.  For information on OCLC Webinar’s, or live web
information presentations on QuestionPoint, contact OCLC
at (800) 848-5878 or libservices@oclc.org.

NEW
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“Resources.”  The “Reference” tab contains information
from the reference resources previously listed.  The
“Magazines & Journals” tab lists article citations relating to
the search term entered.  If you want to do a specific or
focused search for magazine and journal articles, it is best
to use the advanced search mode which allows for field
searching and more limit options.  The “Pharmacy” tab
contains drug information taken from the USPDI: Volume
2, Advice for the Patient and the PDR Family Guide to
Prescription Drugs.  The “Pamphlets” tab contains
pamphlets relating to the search term.  Ninety-nine percent
of the pamphlets included in the database are from non-
profit organizations.  Finally, the “Resources” tab contains
information on book and Web site reviews as well as
excerpts from directories and sourcebooks.

The advanced search option allows you to combine search
terms using boolean operators.  It also allows you to search
in particular fields including subject, article title/headline,
source title, full text, and author.  Aside from the basic
search limits of date, full-text articles, and refereed publica-
tions, the advanced search option allows for limiting a
search to consumer health information.  Again, if you are
searching specifically for magazine or journal articles, the
advanced search mode is the most efficient method.

HWRC’s Quick Start guide offers yet another search
method.  Quick Start searches for basic information by
selecting one of the Quick Start “tabs.”  The “tabs” offer a
direct route to specific information.  The Quick Start tabs
are as follows:
•Medical Encyclopedia (The Gale Encyclopedia of
Medicine)
•Health Organization Directory (Medical and Health
Information Directory)
•Medical Dictionary (Mosby’s Medical, Nursing, and
Allied Health Dictionary)
•Drug & Herb Finder (USPDI: Vol. 2 and PDR Family
Guide to Prescription Drugs)
•Health News (health-related articles from various national
and international newspapers)
•Health Assessment Tools (links to Cancerfacts.com and
Cyberdiet.com)
•Links to other sites (links to health-related Web sites)

Gale’s Health & Wellness Resource Center offers an
abundance of high-quality health information geared
towards the average health consumer.  In our world of
increased consumer health awareness, as well as increased
over the counter and prescription drug use, authoritative
medical information is at the end-user’s fingertips.  For
more information visit http://www.gale.com/servlet/
CSSubjectPageServlet?region=9&imprint=000.

 Gale’s Health & Wellness Resource Center
by Beth Friedmann

In case some of you are not aware that it exists, or are just
not sure what it offers, we thought we would highlight this
excellent health-related resource tool, available through ELM
(Electronic Library for Minnesota).  Not to be confused with
Health Reference Center Academic, the Health & Wellness
Resource Center, also known as HWRC, provides access to
medical, health and wellness, and consumer health informa-
tion.  This resource offers one-stop health information for
anyone from student to professional to consumer.  The core
of HWRC consists of information from over 400 health/
medical journals, 15 reference sources, hundreds of pam-
phlets, and over 2,000 general interest publications.  To clear
up any confusion, Gale’s Health Reference Center Academic
is a much smaller health-related database.  All the informa-
tion in it is contained within HWRC.  For those of you who
are loyal to Health Reference Center Academic, don’t worry
because Gale has no plans to get rid of it.

The reference information available in HWRC is quite rich.
The following reference resources are available full-text with
images in HWRC:
•The Gale Encyclopedia of Medicine
•The Gale Encyclopedia of Childhood & Adolescence
•Body by Design: From the Digestive System to the
Skeleton
•Healthy Living
•Medical and Health Information Directory
•The CareNotes System
•PDR Family Guide to Nutrition and Health
•PDR Family Guide to Women’s Health and Prescription
Drugs
•USPDI: Volume 2, Advice for the Patient
•Clinical Reference Systems
•Consumer Health Information Sourcebook
•Complete Directory for People with Chronic Illness
•Complete Directory for Pediatric Disorders
•Complete Directory for People with Disabilities
•Mosby’s Medical, Nursing, and Allied Health Dictionary

From the main search screen the user has several different
search options or search paths.  The “search for” box will
launch a keyword search that looks in the fields of every
document.  Once a search has been run the results screen
lists documents sorted by type and organized by tabs.  If
you’re familiar with Gale’s newer databases or resource
centers then you’ve used the tabs before.  Tabs are used in
Gale’s Business & Company Resource Center, Discovering
Collection, and Junior Reference Collection.  Search result
information is organized behind tabs labeled “Reference”,
“Magazines & Journals,” “Pharmacy,” “Pamphlets,” and



REQUEST FOR ASSISTANCE

Occasionally, MINITEX Reference Services receives a request for a poem, quotation,
picture, story, or something that cannot be found by checking standard sources.  The
Reference staff would like to appeal to the collective memory of MINITEX participants
for assistance.  Please forward any leads on the following questions to Reference
Services at: 612-624-4150 or 800-462-5348.

Looking for information on Olaf Johnson, a Norwegian psychic and engineer who
lectured in the Chicago area in the 1970’s. (723)

Looking for biographical information on Cullen Hightower.  He is frequently quoted
but there is very little, if any, biographical information available.  (710)

Looking for something that will clean cloudy crystal stemware.  Patron has tried
bleach, baking soda, white vinegar, etc.  The cloudiness is not on the outside, and
the glasses are not etched.  The cloudiness is on the inside of the glass, where the liquid is
poured.  (732)
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about Reference Notes?
What do you think

fantastic web sites

topics you would like addressed

spotlight on your
reference library

great reference books

We would like to know what you would like to see in upcoming Reference Notes.
Please either call us at 800-462-5348, send us an e-mail (see page 2 for addresses),

or fill in your comments below and mail this form to MINITEX Reference.

Terrific web sites, reference books, and other sources you use:

Comments / Suggestions:

Name: (optional)____________________________________________________________________

Library: (optional)_________________________________  Phone: (optional) _________________________
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1999 EVENTS CALENDAR

Special Library Association will be holding their annual conference at the
Minneapolis Convention Center.  Please see their web site for more information:
www.sla.org/conf/99conf/index.shtml

June 5-10

Academic Library Advocacy Day at St. John's University in Collegeville, MNJune 16

National Literacy Day  Contact: Focus on Literacy, Inc., P.O. Box 504, Laurel
Springs, NJ 08021

July 2, 1999


