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Appendix 2. Further Information About NSDL  
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It is important to understand what the National 
STEM Digital Library (NSDL) is and is not; the 
name can be confusing. Primarily, NSDL is an 
organizing and descriptive mechanism and 
access portal to a range of collections of learning 
resources, mainly “learning objects” (as opposed 
to the kinds of materials that are coming out of 
more recent attempts to capture entire courses in 
video or audio, or to make available course 
materials through open courseware initiatives). 
The presumed users of NSDL are mainly teachers, 
although certainly students (and parents, 
especially in the case of home schooling) make 
substantial use of the system. NSDL does not 
finance the creation of, nor “own,” the learning 
objects to which it provides access, although the 
possibility of an archival preservation role for 
these collections involving NSDL has been raised. 
NSDL has been agnostic as to whether the 
learning materials to which it provides access are 
entirely free, Creative Commons licensed, or 
offered for a fee. NSDL is not the exclusive access 
mechanism for the collections it organizes: some 
can be found through tools such as Google, and 
others have very strong disciplinary and 
educational communities that are directly linked 
to the underlying collection (such as Digital 
Library for Earth System Education). In some 
cases, other (non-NSDL) NSF funding programs 
have contributed to the creation and 
maintenance of content resources organized by 
NSDL. 

NSDL covers learning objects. It does not cover 
the published scientific and scholarly literature or 
the gray literature (such as technical reports and 
preprints); it does not cover scientific, 
engineering, and other scholarly data resources; 
and it does not systematically cover full-scale 
open courses and courseware. All of these 
materials need to be available in the 
cyberinfrastructure to support both research and 
teaching and learning—and they need to be 
extensively interconnected in new and complex 
ways (for example, scholarly articles and 
underlying data are becoming much more 
intimately linked.). Responsibility for all of this 
content and its availability in the 
cyberinfrastructure is diffuse and in some cases 
unclear, but the important point here is that this 
has never been part of the NSDL program. And it 
needs to be addressed, in support of both 
research and education. For datasets, NSF has 
made a start with its data-oriented programs 
within the cyberinfrastructure initiatives. 
University research libraries, national libraries (in 
particular, the National Library of Medicine), 
scholarly societies, and disciplinary researchers 
are working in many of these areas. 
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