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THE W AY I SEE IT

DVD

The new library video format?

by Gary Bravy

D VD— Digital Video Disk— has becom e 
the new  entertainm ent buzzword. News­
papers and m agazines are filled with ar

and advertisements about the format, seem ­
ingly implying that the ‘-inch VHS tape for­
mat (the standard in m any libraries) is essen­
tially doom ed to obsolescence.

W hile DVD has m any advantages for seri­
ous film lovers, what, if any, un ique  charac­
teristics o f the  form at will be  suitable for li­
brary and  educational purposes?1 Prom ises 
o f greatly im proved video resolution and mul­
tiple channels o f sound  are certainly inter­
esting; however, the  criteria by w hich librar­
ians and  educators evaluate v ideo  form ats 
are different from those that deal w ith the 
optim al p resentation  o f theatrical films.

Although VHS is looked dow n u p o n  by
video purists, it does offer som e strong advan­
tages: the format is inexpensive, relatively du­
rable, and both software and hardw are are 
widely available.

While VHS video is not o f terribly high qual­
ity, in m any situations that limitation is not a 
detraction from the training and educational
properties of the format. Because VHS has been
the standard for som e time, huge am ounts of
software for bo th  education and entertainm ent
are available.

DVD’s features
DVD is a digital format that looks like a CD; 
the com puter version o f DVD is referred to  as

ti

 

 
 
 
 

DVD-ROM.2 (This article will be  primarily con­
cerned w ith DVD used  in a “set to p ” or “view­

clesi ng station” context, m uch in the way that cur­
rent VHS cassettes are used.)

DVD can  store abou t tw o hours o f high- 
quality video. Sound can be  en co d ed  in th e ­
ater form ats w ith standard  stereo  so und  and 
a variety o f o th er formats. Discs can b e  ei­
ther o ne- o r tw o-sided.3 B ecause the  form at 
is digital, it does not n eed  to b e  used  in a 
strictly linear m anner; w ith appropria te  p ro ­
graming, a som ew hat interactive am biance 
can  be  created.4

F or e d u c a tio n a l a p p lic a tio n s , o n e  o f 
DVD’s m ore  in trig u in g  fea tu res  is th e  p o ­
ten tial to  p re sen t m ultip le  view s o f a scene. 
For so m e m ateria l, th e  ab ility  to  see  a p ro ­
cess o r  o b jec t from  vario u s a sp ec ts  an d  
th e  e n h a n c e d  v id eo  q u ality  o f  DVD m ay 
b e  esp ec ia lly  ap p ea lin g .

Finally, because the form at is new , it could 
very w ell be  used  in w ays that are hard  to 
visualize at this point. Simply as a form at, 
DVD is a flexible and  m ultidim ensional p rod­
uct w ith aw esom e technical and  creative p o ­
tential bey o n d  anything VHS can  offer.5 Nev­
ertheless DVD m ay no t becom e the  standard  
form at for the  next decade.

Should libraries continue to  
purchase VHS material?
Although DVD is extrem ely intriguing, its pos­
sibilities at this po in t as a video form at for
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5. For som e indication o f the  potential o f 
DVD using a full-featured player see: Robert 
A. Starrett, “P io n eer DVD-V7200 Industrial 
DVD-Video Player” E  M edia Professional 12 
(March 1999): 33. ■

( “A dvocacy  101… ” co n tin u ed  from, p a g e  846)
Stay involved
R em em ber that libraries d o  no t exist in an  iso­
lated  world, so follow  im portant legislative, 
political, econom ic, and  cultural m ovem ents 
to  see  ho w  they m ight affect you and  your 
library.

ALA an d  your state and local library asso­
ciations can  serve as im portant sources o f in­
form ation and  assistance on  advocacy issues. 
D on’t hesitate to contact them. ALA’s ALAWON 
serves as an  excellent resource for legislative 
concerns and as a source for advocacy training.

T o  c o n ta c t  ALAW ON, g o  to  h t t p : / /  
w w w .ala.org/w ashoff/alaw on.

Advocacy is no t just an  action; it is a skill 
that peo p le  learn  over time. Practice your ad ­
vocacy techniques: learn what advocacy meth­
ods w ork best with your personality and within 
your oiganization. Make it your business to stay 
in business: prom ote yourself and your library!
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educational purposes are generally untested  
and  unknow n. W hile this article is lim ited to 
consideration o f the  use  o f DVD in a set top  
situation, that limitation m ay be  unrealistic, par­
ticularly as m ore experience is gained  w ith 
using it.

Libraries an d  m edia centers m ay find, at 
least until the  m iddle o r  en d  o f the  next de ­
cade, that they  have a variety o f form ats avail­
able, som e o f w hich  m ay b e  com puter-based 
(with VHS continuing to play an  im portant role 
for m any program s), w hile DVD will b e  used  
to  provide interactivity, m ultiple views, and  
higher resolution for those program s that need  
those qualities. It m ay well b e  that the increased 
capabilities o f technology could  lead  to a  situ­
ation w here  there  is no  standard  format. The 
definition of a  video m ay also evolve from 
that o f a linear program  v iew ed  th rough  a 
player w ith very lim ited m anipulative capa­
bilities to  a m uch  broader definition em brac­
ing m ultim odal and  m ultim edia concepts.

G iven the rapid  pace o f technology, p re­
dicting the  future o f  video in libraries is specu­
lative at best. There has b een  nothing to  indi­
cate that, at least for the  next five years or 
possibly longer, DVD will m ake the  VHS for­
m at obsolete. Library and  m edia professionals 
can continue to purchase materials in the  VHS 
form at w ithout fear. In the long term, video 
will becom e a primarily digital m edium ; al­
m ost surely DVD in som e form  will play a 
part in this transition.

Notes
1. O n e  o f the prim ary reasons for develop­

ing DVD w as to allow  hom e video users to 
take advantage o f the  in d ependen t surround- 
and low-frequency effects [LFE] channels avail­
able in theatrical so und  formats.

2. T here are also “hybrid” disks that can  be 
used  in b o th  com puters and  players as w ell as 
a projected DVD-audio format. A version will 
probably b e  developed  that is fully com pat­
ible w ith the n ew  high definition (HDTV) stan­
dard. T he form at is still evolving.

3. Additional technical information about DVD 
can be found at DVD Frequently Answered Ques­
tions at http://www.videodiscovery.com/vdyweb/ 
dvd/dvdfaq.html.

4. That interactivity does no t necessarily 
com e easily, see Philip D e L ande and “Shadoan 
R eborn ,” E M edia  P rofessional 12 (January 
1999): 51.
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