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Fisher Scientific and NABT are es-
tablishing an electronic bulletin board
for biologists. As a result, I decided to
devote this column to a general dis-
cussion of electronic bulletin boards
and present my views on the potential
for this particular one. I know that
many readers are already familiar with
electronic bulletin boards and infor-
mation services. This column is in-
tended more for those who normally
‘might not consider using such a ser-
vice. I hope to inspire some of those
people to consider this bulletin board
because of its unique applications for
NABT and all biologists.

What is an
Electronic Bulletin Board?

The term “‘electronic bulletin board”
describes these systems well. They are
a means of communication using com-
puters and phone lines. Just like the
bulletin board at the supermarket, one
can leave almost any type of message
or announcement and eventually get
an answer. In reality, there is the po-
tential for more than electronic com-
munication. Normally, a bulletin
board offers a variety of different ser-
vices. Most commonly, it offers the
ability to leave and receive messages
(have discussions) and serves as a
source for software, technical infor-
mation, and data sets which can be
““downloaded’”’ from the bulletin
board to your computer or “up-
loaded” from your computer to the
bulletin board.

I have to admit that my experience
with using a bulletin board for mes-
sages is limited. I access a local Macin-
tosh users group bulletin board about
.once a week in order to see what is
new. I frequently read the messages,
but most are of little or no interest to
me. Bulletin boards can be fast sources
of technical information through their
message capabilities. Normally, one

would leave a message describing a
problem. For example, if you are
having trouble getting a certain piece
of software to run properly, you might
leave that as a message. Someone else
would read that message (on large
bulletin boards this might occur in-
stantaneously) and give you a sugges-
tion on how to solve the problem.

I do not mean to imply that such a
bulletin board function is only for
computing problems. It is more fre-
quently used for more general com-
munications. For example, you could
leave a message regarding a new text.
You might be interested in asking if
anyone who has seen a certain text
that you are considering has anything
to say about it (favorable or unfavor-
able). You might be looking for a
source of laboratory supplies. You
could leave a message asking if
anyone knows of a place where you
can obtain a certain item. Finally, bul-
letin boards frequently have regular
“discussions” in which participants
might pass back and forth a variety of
observations.

The second common bulletin board
function is the exchange of software.
Most public bulletin boards have a li-
brary of software that is either public
domain or “shareware’” (software for
which you are on the honor system to
pay the developer). You can access the
bulletin board and get a list of soft-
ware available for your computer. You
then can ““download” the software.
The downloading process is a means
of copying the program from the bul-
letin board library to your diskette. If
you have a piece of software that you
think others might be interested in,
you can “‘upload” it to the bulletin
board. However, that software cannot
be copyrighted! (Publishers get upset
if someone uploads commercial soft-
ware onto a bulletin board.)

A third bulletin board function is to
serve as a repository for data sets. You

might find that a bulletin board has a
data set which has the names of all of
the members of a certain organization.
Or there might be a data set which has
a list of current texts along with pub-
lishers names, addresses and retail
price. Normally, these types of data
sets are found on the larger informa-
tion services. However, most bulletin
boards have specialized data sets. At
the least, most bulletin boards have a
data set which lists the names and ad-
dresses of all users.

How Do | Communicate
With the Bulletin Board?

Communication with the bulletin
board requires your computer, some
form of communication software and
a modem. The typical procedure is
that you must subscribe to the bulletin
board. This normally involves either
an annual fee or an hourly fee. You
are given the phone number and a
membership code of some kind along
with specific information on how to
communicate with the bulletin board.
Using the information, you set up

our communications software. You
call the bulletin board and enter your
membership code. At that point you
would receive a menu of options.
Most communication is done through
menus. The initial menu might in-
clude reading/leaving messages,
reading news items of interest, using
the software transfer library, accessing
a data set library or quitting. You
choose what you want to do and are
routed to the appropriate place.

After your first menu choice, you
will get a second menu asking you
what you want to do in the particular
area that you selected. You might
want to leave a message, read all of
the messages that have been posted
since your last call, respond to a mes-
sage or read a specific news item. In
the data set library, you might get a
list of all available data sets or down-
load a particular data set. In the library
transfer section, you first would
choose the library in which you want
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to work (the library corresponding to
your computer). Then you might
choose a sub-library if there are
enough programs in the library to
warrant such a structure and next
download a particular program to run
it. Using a bulletin board is actually a
very simple process. Most of it in-
volves typing a single letter or number
in response to menu items.

The Fisher Scientific/NABT
Electronic Bulletin Board

Fisher Scientific is establishing a
bulletin board for biologists in con-
junction with NABT. The subscription
fee for NABT members will be $25.00
for the first year, and a $5.00 renewal
fee every year after that. For non-
NABT members the first year will be
$60.00, and the subsequent renewal
fee will be $20.00 per year. (Look how
much you save by being a member of
NABT!) Fisher has indicated a willing-
ness to support all major computers
(Apple, Commodore, Tandy and
IBM). If enough people subscribe, a
toll-free number will be established.
As of right now (I am writing this
column in late October), the bulletin
board is in the planning stages. This
means that we can shape the future of
this service in a variety of ways. The
following are some of my thoughts on
what might be possible.

First, the editors of ABT are inter-
ested in this service as a means of pro-
viding better communication with the
membership—particularly authors
and potential authors. Messages could
be left for the editors asking their
opinion as to the suitability of certain
projects being developed. Someone
might be developing a new laboratory

exercise and leave a message asking if
the editors would be interested in a
paper describing the technique. Or,
an author might have already sub-
mitted a paper and wonder about its
status. One of the thankless tasks that
the editors do is to coordinate manu-
script reviews. The editors do every-
thing possible to get manuscripts re-
viewed quickly, but, sometimes re-
viewers are not as quick as the editors
would like, which delays papers in the
review process. The editors can use
such an electronic bulletin board to
give authors more timely information
on the progress of the manuscript.

The editors briefly discussed the
idea of electronic manuscript submis-
sion. My personal opinion is that such
a procedure is not desirable. Because
of the idiosyncracies of different com-
puters, bulletin boards transmit most
materials as simple, unformatted text.
Most manuscripts have figures or
tables of data associated with them
which cannot be transferred easily in
such a form. In addition, electronic
transfer of manuscripts might produce
security problems; an author would
have to submit a manuscript by
uploading it to a library to which the
editors have private access in order to
provide security. In my view, such a
system does not seem justified. How-
ever, news items of interest to biolo-
gists could certainly be posted on such
a bulletin board.

The bulletin board could function in
software distribution, as I discussed
above. Anyone with a program they
want to distribute can put it on the
bulletin board as long as either they
hold the copyright, or the program is
not copyrighted. In addition, it has
been suggested that people who are
developing copyrighted software could

use the bulletin board as a marketing
device. A developer might want to
upload a working, abridged, demon-
stration copy of the software, which
could be downloaded and tested. If
someone then wants to purchase the
software, a message could be left
asking for ordering information. Or,
the developer may accept orders di-
rectly from the bulletin board and mail
out the full program with a bill.

Fisher Scientific will, no doubt, be
setting up some form of product data
set that would provide users with a
list of products along with ordering
information. I am not sure if they will
be accepting orders via the bulletin
board, but I know of other companies
that do (as long as they have some
form of payment information). Fisher
has expressed a desire to use the bul-
letin board for announcements of new
products and special offers.

It might be out of our range, but it is
still worth considering establishing
“panel discussions.” Larger informa-
tion services do this on a regular basis.
A topic, date and time are announced
and anyone interested can call the
bulletin board to participate. The
problem with such a function is that it
requires sophisticated hardware and
phone service, which is probably
beyond our means at this time.

These are the specific uses that I
can think of that might help us as
members of NABT. If there are any
others that I have not considered, let
me know. Although I am not involved
in developing this bulletin board, I
will pass any suggestions on to the
people who are developing it. Once
the bulletin board is established, I may
write another column discussing its
features and specific techniques for
accessing it.

S

The daphnia is a small, transparent “water flea.”
Its heartbeat can be seen through a microscope.
Students count and chart the heartbeat for one
minute as alcohol, caffeine, nicotine, cocaine,
valium and codeine are washed over the
daphnia. This program is a data-taking lab ac-
tivity with a deeper message. Students see for
themselves that drugs can have dangerous
effects on the heart.

«% Experiments with a Daphnia

Drugs and Heartbeat $29.95

APPLE COMPUTER BIOLOGY LABS

%0 DRUGS AND HEARTBEAT:

Apple

CREATE-A-TEST - 5,000 BIOLOGY QUESTIONS
Use your computer to make perfectly typed tests in 10 minutes! You can write your own questions of any
type with the Create-A-Test text editor or use our disks of prepared questions. 5,000 questions are

available on 12 disks. Create-A-Test Program $89.95
FREE CATALOG. CROSS EDUCATIONAL SOFTWARE - P. O. Box 1536, Ruston, LA 71270 (318) 255-8921
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DISSECTIONS: Frog, Earthworm, |
Grasshopper, Crayfish, Starfish, Clam, Perch =
These dissection programs prepare biology students for : .
actual dissections by taking them through the procedure .
step-by-step on the computer screen. 10-20 color pic- -
tures show the dissection steps and teach the names .
and functions of all internal parts. 50 self-test questions
help students review what they have learned. All pro- .
grams are classroom tested. .
$29.95/program $190/set .
c64 g
Question Disks $49.95 each |
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