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SCIENCE

The Software Review Section

f we were opening a gas station, we would have gaudy neon signs, searchlights

crisscrossing the sky, and large banners announcing this new, incredibly solicitous and

superior service. A scholarly journal, however, is constrained to an appropriate type
size, a subdued beacon in the Table of Contents, and a muted mention of a new feature in
our magazine. Nevertheless, we are enthusiastic about a new section of Software Reviews
that we think will provide a service to our readers in an increasingly computerized world.

Since the dawn of civilization man has sought to extend his leverage over nature by the
development of useful tools. The abacus, the slide rule, and the pocket calculator are
examples of our increasing computational sophistication. In the modern world the computer
is changing both life and science in qualitative as well as quantitative ways. We can now
search the library from our offices, compare sequences, explore for oil, outline an organic
synthesis, and organize our bibliographical references with relatively simple equipment and
quite sophisticated programs. Thus it seems appropriate to broaden our Book Reviews to
include monthly reviews of software programs that can be useful to scientists by increasing
the efficiency of their research.

Software programs are proliferating at an incredible rate, but few individuals have
cither time or money to initiate comparative studies for the optimal program. Frequently
individuals learn of new, more powerful programs only by chance encounter with a fellow
scientist long after the program is in extensive use. Moreover, it is of little use to learn of
“super” programs that are only compatible with the instrument that does not happen to be
in one’s own office or laboratory. Our new software reviews have been initiated after
consultation with a Software Advisory Panel of experts in a variety of disciplines, who,
together with our own staff, developed guidelines for the column.

Our reviews, in general, will compare several different software programs that attack
the same problem. We will discuss the scientific problem, its importance, the models on
which the software is based, the ability of the program to represent accurately the solution of
the problem, and the performance characteristics with various types of equipment. More
specifically, the reviews will include comments on the practical application of each program:
speed test results, ease of input, quality of output, and problems encountered. All programs
analyzed will have been tested by scientists who are using such software to study actual
problems. If unexpected difficulties are encountered, the manufacturer will be given the
opportunity to explain or resolve the difficulty. Periodically we may include booknote-like
entries that will refer to journals that review specific computer software, because in many
cases we will not have sufficient space in Science to discuss a particular program in complete
detail.

We hope to alert scientists in various disciplines to programs about which they may not
be aware but which can extend the usefulness of hardware systems that they have already
purchased or are contemplating purchasing. Our reviews will also cover time-sharing
databases, large multifunctional packages, and, eventually, expert systems.

With any new feature there is the expectation of growing pains and adjustments with
experience. We particularly welcome readers’ suggestions in regard to programs that they
find especially useful. Both good and bad experiences with widely touted programs will be
helpful in deciding which programs should be reviewed and what tests should be run. Our
plan is to print one section each month and to vary the content and range on the basis of our
own evaluations and reader responses.

We are heading into an era in which esoteric abstractions are becoming “natural
products.” Like natural products, software programs have a self-replicating mechanism. A
good review column can provide both needed nutrients and a selection pressure. Let us hope
that we can aid the survival of the fittest—DANIEL E. KOSHLAND, JR.
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