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Statement of Problem


Most students use the Internet on a regular basis.  This leads to more emphasis being placed on the performance of the academic library’s web page and Online Public Access Catalog (OPAC).  In order for the OPAC to achieve the goals of efficiency and effectiveness, librarians must find an interface for the OPAC that will appeal to the student body and be easy to use.  Amazon.com is one useful model for librarians designing OPAC’s.  Amazon.com is popular, easy to search, and clear.  But even Amazon.com is not perfect: when searching for a title that comes in multiple formats (DVD and book) one can get an incorrect return (users must specify the format before clicking “Go”), and if one spells a search wrong, there is no easy way to find the correct spelling, plus there will be misleading or zero returns.  On the bright side, Amazon.com allows searchers to type in authors or titles into the search field, proving it is a flexible system.  Keeping these points in mind, there are a few questions to steer librarians into creating better OPAC interfaces: How would you involve users in asking what they want?  How would you identify what they actually do now?
Literature Review

Marshall Breeding
 examines several upcoming new features that Ex Libris, a library software vendor, expects to unveil in its new product Primo.  Many modern OPACs link to other sources such as Amazon to offer library catalogue users options such as book reviews and summaries.  Primo goes further in incorporating such options as part of the actual search process.  Designed to update library Web OPACs, Primo will include user-supplied reviews and recommendations, as well as dictionaries and thesauri to help with the search process.

Babu and O’Brien
 emphasize access and integration in their evaluation of six Web OPAC interfaces.  Specifically, important features for any Web OPAC include the following: graphical user interface (GUI) (which includes drop-down menus and icons to assist the user in information-seeking behavior), traditional catalogue uses (such as providing search through various access points including title, author, and subject), similarity in appearance and search methods to search engines, linking to full text when possible, and the usability of hyperlinks.  A checklist of 67 criteria delves into further detail to evaluate the interface and searching capabilities specifically of an academic library’s Web OPAC.

Guha and Saraf
 investigate OPAC satisfaction of 18 public library online catalogue users by utilizing the verbal protocol method.  A flowchart outlines users’ search strategy including the processes of planning, defining, monitoring or indiscretion, evaluating, and meta-reasoning.  From the results of the study, the authors concluded that long-time users of the online catalogue (two years or more) were more apt to express dissatisfaction and confusion, while newer users expressed satisfaction.
In contrast, Halcoussis
 and his fellow authors focus on user success and satisfaction in navigating online library catalogues.  Utilizing two methods (an observation form and a questionnaire), the study results revealed that 70 percent of users reported success in their search and 53 percent gave the organization of the online catalogue a ranking of 4 or 5 on a five-point scale.  Further results confirmed earlier catalogue studies that indicate users experience more difficulty and frustration with subject searches than with other types of searches.  In addition, individual users’ ideas of success primarily remain highly subjective and difficult to access through evaluation of other survey variables.

Yu and Young
 delve further into the topic of subject searching through Web OPACs.  Transaction-log analysis performed on CSULA’s library catalogue over a total of five quarters resulted in a new emphasis for key word searching while subject searching was renamed and de-emphasized.  However, a different problem appeared – namely, users entered search queries that would have been more appropriately directed toward databases or book indexes.  This finding prompted the authors to examine features utilized by online web engines that OPACs lack such as the following: “natural-language entry, automated mapping to controlled vocabulary, spell-checking, similar pages, relevance-ranked output, popularity tracking, and browsing.”  The authors go on to specifically target metasearching, helpful hints, browsing, results display, relevance ranking, user training, and menu sequence as areas in which Web OPACs need improvement.
Evaluation Model


The model our evaluation can fit into is based on the Orr model, presented on page 2 of Measuring for Results
.  Assessing a library’s OPAC falls under the category of input measures, because the web site is a resource in itself and we are measuring its worth.  

Data Collection & Analysis

In this section, it is necessary to see the OPAC to make discussion of it more viable; here is a screen shot of the OPAC home page for Contra Costa College:
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Here is a clearer shot of more than the top half of the screen:
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The OPAC is run by the vendor Innovative Interfaces, Inc.  The upper left quadrant of the screen (shaded blue) has a search field for locating materials in the OPAC; this quadrant is controlled by Innovative.  The rest of the page is mostly controlled by the head librarian at Contra Costa College Library.  The head librarian controls all of the content of the page, although the layout of the page on the right half of the page adheres to district parameters.  The lower left quadrant is left up to the head librarian to design as she pleases.  The many links that are presented in the right half of the screen mostly take the searcher to different pages of the Contra Costa College Library web site, according to the topic of the link.  Placement of the links depends on the perceived use of specific links.  “Course Reserves” are first because they get the most use from the student body.  There has not been a formal survey of the authenticity of this assertion, but from my own experiences working at the circulation desk there are far more check-outs of reserve materials than other materials.  From this point of view, it is easy to see why “My Accounts” is placed before “Additional Resources” and “About the Library”—students use “My Accounts” more frequently than the last two areas.  


But more direct input from students is necessary for improvement of the system.  One avenue of gathering input would be to create a survey similar to one set-up by Guha
.  A verbal protocol survey of participants using the Contra Costa College’s OPAC could have a break-down of participants’ search processes to better pin-point areas of difficulty or ease resulting in a flowchart that could give rise to a chart that would lead to more satisfying searches.  Using the verbal feedback extensively will optimize the utility of the survey; many points for improvement can be found by analyzing verbal feedback.  For Contra Costa College Library, the Guha survey would have to be expanded to at least 100 participants in order for it to be viewed as an accurate picture of user needs.  Halcoussis
 creates another survey that is useful.  The first step of the survey is to have participants search and then to record the search results.  The second step is a questionnaire for participants that deal with their backgrounds.  The results of this survey are more empirical and less interactive, but it will draw a clearer picture for librarians.  


Both of these surveys allow for the librarian to identify what the participants want out of the OPAC experience.  Guha’s participants verbalized when and why they were confused or dissatisfied during the search process, giving directions for beneficial changes to the system
.  Halcoussis’ participants answers led him to conclusions, obviously useful for the improvement of any OPAC.  In his particular case, the perception of participants view of successful or failed searches determined their satisfaction level of the OPAC.  Furthermore, he states, “The success or failure of the search is the most important determinant of the user’s judgment of the catalog organization and of whether he or she felt comfortable using it.”

Conclusion

From these comments on perception, the librarian changing the interface of the Contra Costa College’s OPAC must adjust the screen so that the users will feel more at home and at ease.  One way to do this is to eliminate areas that participants had confusion.  Halcoussis
 mentions the difficulty users had with subject search and how much easier it was for them to use the keyword search.  Also, searchers of a known item search did much better than users who did not know the item.  


Yu
 also writes on how difficult subject searching is for today’s searchers.  Part of the problem is that users are not aware of how Library of Congress subject headings operate, and they also have trouble with forming queries correctly (lack of Boolean search knowledge).  Thus, users have turned to keyword searching more and more; using the OPAC as another Amazon.com or Google.  Because of this, one Yu recommendation that ought to be used for Contra Costa College’s OPAC is the re-labeling of search buttons to make it easier for users: “keyword” to “subject or title words.”  There could also be keyword searches for buttons that link to “most popular materials,” “subject headings,” or/and “new books.”  Contra Costa could use more natural language capabilities and a ranking system of returns (Yu).  Another Yu suggestion that works is the integration of all formats on the OPAC interface so that a search will pick-up not only monograph titles but also any database articles.  Yu even mentions Amazon.com as a competitor to libraries that will raise user expectations of OPAC interfaces.  The best way for OPAC’s to counter the threat is to implement some web search strategies: automated mapping to controlled vocabulary, spell-checking, browsing inside books, book reviews, similar pages (similar results set), and full text searching within books.  These changes will make Contra Costa College’s OPAC better than Amazon.com in some ways.


Most OPAC’s today resemble the descriptions written by Babu, with some changes, such as ability to view the cover of the book (accessible at Contra Costa College’s OPAC), but still far from the changes I’ve just described.  But there are improvements already in the works, as Breeding
 highlighted.  I will add to my list of improvements for Contra Costa College’s OPAC from some of his details of Primo, a state-of-the-art OPAC interface: a comprehensive index of all local materials (so that it is searchable, maybe even create two indexes, one for metadata and one that deals with the title/item record), faceted browsing (which combines item/title records into narrower fields until the target is found), and a dictionary and thesaurus (users can see the correct spelling plus its synonyms, possibly leading to better research results).  


Besides these improvements, the vendor would also have to allow for more changes in the interface so that the search bar can be made to resemble more of the usual search engines and Amazon.com; this will make it more comfortable for users.  Vendors must give more control to librarians.  Librarians can present their OPAC’s in a more local and personal way (use of college colors and/or logos).  Lastly, vendors can allow the section of the page that reads “My Accounts” more latitude.  Perhaps users logging in will see their own “favorites” in that section, such as a news or subject database, music or sports update, and a line about the newest library acquisitions.
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