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Statement of Problem

The academic library’s web site has become an important source of information for many students.  Students now use the Internet frequently to communicate and learn; it is a population comfortable with most of the basic skills of computer literacy.  The strengths and weaknesses of a web site have to be clear to make improvements.  But what are the criteria of an academic library’s web site?  How does one academic library’s web site compare to another? There are multiple facets to these questions, which will be examined.  Contra Costa College’s library web site (http://www.contracosta.edu/library/index.htm) is the focus of these questions and will also be compared to 20 other peer libraries’ web sites. 

Literature Review

There is a plethora of literature on this topic; five have been chosen for this review.  Even among these five papers, there are differences in criteria for judging a web site’s worth.


First, an article written by Battleson, Booth, and Weintrop evaluates a case study on usability
.  The subject is the academic library web site of the University of Buffalo.  There are three broad areas to look at: providing task support (so users can accomplish their goals), usability (easy to work with, with few errors), and be aesthetically pleasant.  For task support, the users must be known as well as their goals.  Usability is defined as “effectiveness, efficiency and satisfaction” and leading to few errors.  Aesthetics is more subjective, but can be judged in a face-to-face interview or survey.  University of Buffalo decided to perform a test of the web site’s usefulness (with the above criteria) among undergraduate students with little or no experience using the library web page.  The tasks to be completed included: finding an item in the OPAC, finding an appropriate source for journal articles on a topic, and finding the correct point for beginning a research topic.  Much thought was given to how to phrase questions so as to test web site usefulness and not students’ library skills.  A key to the study’s success is having students think out loud as they clicked and searched.  This gave researchers valuable information on how the computer/human interface performed at each area.  Results showed that the OPAC performed the best, “Online Resources” were mediocre, “Web Search” was confusing, and “Need Help” was not satisfactory.  Both students and researchers filled out an evaluation of the test afterwards.


In their article, McGillis and Toms expound on the scope of academic libraries’ peers by including all other services and organizations available on the Internet
.  Therefore academic libraries’ sites must capture and motivate while providing useful information, services, and products; it must “give the library some form of identity” and encourage repeat visits; and it must simplify user tasks while holding their attention.  From these grand statements, the authors decide on a set of criteria involving usability (ability for users to achieve goals): effectiveness (accuracy and completeness in goal achievement), efficiency (energy and time invested for the amount achieved), and satisfaction (positive expressions about the interface and lack of discomfort).  Using these criteria, the authors have faculty, graduate and undergraduate students perform a test of the web pages by answering six questions: find a book, a journal article, an Internet resource, help with a database, how to renew books, and how to ask a reference question through the web site.  The tested web site was from the Memorial University of Newfoundland.  Judgment of effectiveness depended on number of correct answers, efficiency by how much time spent, and satisfaction by a rating scale.  The following table lists the tasks/activities and participants’ ranking of degree of difficulty.

	Task/ Activity
	Degree of Difficulty

	Finding a book
	Easy

	Finding a journal article
	Hard

	Finding Internet resource
	Acceptable

	Asking a reference question
	Acceptable

	Finding a database
	Acceptable

	Finding how to renew a book
	Barely acceptable


Table 1: Results of Testing Memorial University of Newfoundland’s Website

Analysis of the results had these comments: users prefer menus but no more than 32 on a page; users were confused by library jargon; and users wanted information to be 1-4 mouse clicks away.  The “click cost” (reluctance to gamble on an unknown link unless it is obviously correct) of users discourages meandering searches through a web site.  A recommendation is that the banner of web sites (usually leading back to the home page) be distinctly different from menus.  Also, web pages must allow easy access by users who have a variety of questions, meaning that sites ought to be flexible or broad enough to accommodate users.  Lastly, the authors recommend that academic libraries perform studies to improve their sites.


The next article, by Brian Detlor and Vivian Lewis, deals more with recommendations and less with actual case studies
.  At the top of the list are the best academic library sites, supporting “broadcast search tools,” electronic references, personalization ability (users input interface needs), and enriched content (“author biographies, book reviews, tables of content, book covers”).  Table 1 has a list of 18 features generally found in 107 ARL members—most of these fall under the “list of best” categories above.  The authors highlight some of these features, such as a need to have more information on an error message or a lack of a search engine link on the home page for some sites.  Some recommendations they make are as follows: invest more into web page design (cut down click numbers, higher appeal, site map, and usability testing); integrate more with other campus systems to facilitate information use and understanding; re-focus the physical library as more a social and learning space (less a book place, more high-tech capabilities); and increased linkages to other academic libraries (creating consortiums, digital repositories, etc.).


Continuing on the theme of recommendations, Lilly has points to make regarding accessibility for the disabled
.  Users included in the group are people with “visual, hearing, mobility, or learning disabilities.”  Two main reasons to create access for the disabled are as follows: 1) they have buying power and can help support any organization; 2) we in the United States have laws that require access for the disabled to web sites.  Those with visual disabilities may need screen magnifiers, speech recognition software, and screen readers and voice browsers.  Those with physical or motor disabilities need adequate space and/or mouth sticks, head pointers, and infrared devices. Web designers can use a simple layout with clear keyboard to screen correspondences to increase access.  Those with hearing disabilities may need a captioning system and a player or plug-in software for captioning. Those with learning disabilities may have some combinations of challenges listed above, so use of the necessary items would provide access.  In addition, the World Wide Web Consortium has a 14 point list that provides greater access to the disabled.  


The last article discusses the marketing aspect of the library web site.  Welch pushes for the use of the academic library web site as a place for public relations and marketing
.  Public relations activities will improve the image of the library, and marketing activities that plan out the promotion of library goods and services to achieve institutional and individual goals.  One goal of marketing is to promote fundraising through donations, therefore it would be wise to give the “Friends of the Library” a prominent place on the home page, such as the middle of the first screen of information.  Other ways to improve fundraising are to have the library page linked from the college’s/university’s home page; have information on the library site about new collections, exhibits, and news; and have a way for users to ask questions and give comments.  

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 web site 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

There are two parts to this section.  The first deals with how Contra Costa College’s library web site compares to 20 other peers on the basis of two questions: 1) How long since the site has been updated? 2) How easy is it to move around the site?  These two questions must be answered in 5 seconds on a first impression.  The second section involves how Contra Costa measures-up against selected criteria mentioned in Literature Review section.


Contra Costa College is located in San Pablo, CA.  It is a community college with a full time enrolled student population of approximately 2,600.  Peer libraries would be those that are community colleges with a similar enrollment number (or sharing resources that are comparable to Contra Costa). The following table lists the results of this survey:

	College name
	Last Updated?
	Easy to move around?

	Caldwell Community College and Technical Institute, NC
	No information
	Very easy

	Contra Costa College, CA
	9/21/06
	Very easy

	Danville Community College, VA
	No information
	Easy

	Davidson Community College, NC
	No information
	Somewhat difficult

	George C. Wallace Community College, AL
	2/14/06
	Very difficult

	Grayson County College, TX 
	No information
	Difficult

	Illinois Valley Community College, IL
	No information
	Easy

	Langston University, OK
	No information
	Easy

	Laramie County Community College, WY
	No information
	Easy

	Lehigh Carbon Community College Library, PA
	No information
	Easy

	Lenoir Community College, NC
	5/30/06
	Somewhat difficult

	Lord Fairfax Community College, VA
	No information
	Easy

	Los Medanos College Library, CA
	No information
	Easy

	Lower Columbia Community College, WA
	No information
	Very easy

	Millikin University, IL
	9/28/06
	Easy

	Mount Wachusett Community College, MA
	8/25/06
	Easiest

	New River Community College, VA
	No information
	Difficult

	Rogue Community College, OR
	No information
	Very easy

	St. Clair County Community College, MI
	No information
	Difficult

	Wenatchee Valley College, WA
	No information
	Easy

	Westmoreland County Community College, PA
	No information
	Somewhat difficult


Table 2: Results of Peer College Library Web Site Comparisons


From the table, it is easy to tell that Contra Costa is one of the few colleges having information on their last update.  It is also one of the easier sites to navigate.  Judging only from these two criteria, Contra Costa has one of the best community college sites on this nationwide list!


There are other criteria to judge an academic library site, though.  Going through some of the selected items on the lists compiled through the Literature Review will make judging the Contra Costa library site a more objective endeavor.  The following table details several of these criteria and evaluates Contra Costa’s library site in light of these criteria.

	Tasks / Activities
	Contra Costa’s Library Site Succeeds
	Contra Costa’s Library Site Needs Improvement

	Task support
	· Covered by the home page of the library with its seven points including OPAC, journal sources, help searching the Internet, research tips, library hours, introduction to the library, and a tutorial on how to use the library (earned credit possible)
	

	Efficiency
	
	· Six of the seven points on the home page link to pages that need scrolling down, which reduces efficiency.  

· Most of these six pages are filled with information before scrolling—this can intimidate some users.

	Aesthetics
	· Has a pleasant interface

· Colors do not clash

· There is a good variety of spacing, so there is not too much white space
	

	User satisfaction in Navigating the Site
	
	· Confusion may occur for users who may try to return to a page they have accessed before

· Links that have been accessed before turn a gray color, blending into the background

· The pathway is not easy to remember due to the high number of links and information per page after the home page

	Finding a Book
	· Easy to accomplish
	

	Finding a Journal Article
	· Easy to accomplish
	

	Finding an Internet Resource
	· Easy to accomplish
	

	Finding Help with a Database
	· Easy to accomplish
	

	Finding Out How to Renew Books
	· Easy to accomplish
	

	Asking a Reference Question Via the Web Site
	
	· Asking a reference question through email is available only on the “Faculty Support” page

	E-mail Help Request
	
	· Should be added to site

	Site Index
	
	· Should consider adding to site

	Disabled Access
	· The “Disabled Student Services” link (under “Hours & Services”) provides information for aid with physical library access plus sections on equipment for access for visually and/or aurally disabled patrons.
	

	Friends of the Library Listed
	· Appropriately listed on the home page
	

	New Collections Listed
	· Appropriately listed on the home page before the scrolling down point.
	

	Current news for the Library
	
	· Not yet available


Table 3: Contra Costa’s Library Web Sites – Successes and Need for Improvement

Conclusion


Contra Costa’s library web site has many advantages.  It has fulfilled many of the criteria for an effective academic library’s site such as supporting tasks of users, ease of use, disabled access, and advertising new collections.  It is a site that has a strong foundation of well-organized information.  The lists of sources are organized in several ways, including academic subject.  Many of its peers lack its strong aesthetics, comprehensiveness, and ease of use.  


Even so, there are areas for improvement.  One would be in the area of efficiency, noted by Battleson
.  The home page could add a site search box to improve speed—all that information is wasted if it is not found.  Another way to speed things up would to have a different color for links that have been accessed and may use a dark green or other such color that does not blend into the background so that users can have a better chance of finding their way back to a source.  Academic subject sources could be listed again on a new page devoted to pooling all links for each subject into one spot, making research simpler.  Missing items from Detlor’s list can be added: an A-Z index and an email request link
—both would make the user’s search easier.  His other ideas that would enhance the site are: personalization of home page so that users will have an easier time and visit more often, integrating other campus systems (such as registration), and further collaboration with other academic libraries.  Additionally, the library could choose to list the current news of the library on the site, if not on the home page then under the Friends of the Library.  It is a way to reach out to the users and connect with them.  Maybe bringing in more of the personal element will intrigue students, leading them into explorations of all the information that is offered on this site.  Finally, it would greatly behoove the Contra Costa Library to conduct a study similar to those mentioned in the Battleson and McGillis articles.  Only by further evaluating potential areas of improvement as well as successes can the Contra Costa library site be enabled to better serve the library’s customers.
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