ALA Midwinter meeting, Denver, CO

RUSA Hot Topics in Frontline Reference Services:

“Beyond Meebo: New Alternatives in Instant and Text Messaging Reference Services.”

January 24, 2009  //  4:00 – 5:00 p.m. //  Colorado Convention Center, Room 406
Sixty-seven people signed the attendance roster in an overflowing room.
The following speakers were invited to kick-off the discussion:

Christine Ruotolo

Digital Services Manager

Librarian for English

University of Virginia

ruotolo@virginia.edu

Susie Whiteford

Reference Librarian
Denver Public Library
swhitefo@denverlibrary.org

Karen Sobel
Reference & Instruction Librarian

Auraria Library

University of Colorado, Denver
karen.sobel@ucdenver.edu


Nina McHale 

Assistant Professor, Web Librarian

Auraria Library

University of Colorado, Denver
Nina.McHale@ucdenver.edu
Lorrie Evans 

Head of Library Instruction

Auraria Library

University of Colorado, Denver
lorrie.evans@ucdenver.edu 
Eric Baker

Reference & Instruction Librarian

Auraria Library

University of Colorado, Denver
eric.baker@ucdenver.edu 

Text Messaging Reference at the University of Virginia (UVA)
Alderman Library

Biggest one at UVA, virtual reference  = email, IM

Two full time reference librarians at desk, one person to handle face to face, the other monitors telephone, email and IM

2007 Innovation grants—proposed text messaging as a new service

· ubiquity: good way to reach out to undergrads in preferred communication format
· ties in with university’s goals of providing to mobile devices
· wanted distributed reference model, worried about librarians texting on a mobile device—learning curve for librarians
· SMS to email
· 160 character limit

Companies:

Altarama  (Southwestern LA University): $30,000—international telephone number

Upside Wireless (Orange County FLA)—went with this one

· Texts are delivered into an email, which is checked at the desk during ref desk hours

Downside:

· Expensive to implement and maintain

· $2700/yr to maintain

Issues with email: polite rhetoric, but 160 characters doesn’t allow for politeness—needed to train people to reply in “terse, SMS language”

Protocol: time to respond to email is different (longer) than to respond to a text message (short). Needed to monitor the email queue as if it were an IM queue. Email account is only monitored from 9am to midnight.

Soft Rollout: March 2008

Usage: 186 reference questions via text reference, typically simple, library specific, circulation, hours. Many questions coming from within the library (“where’s the bathroom?”)

9am-6pm, not many during overnight hours

Promotion in September—spike in service.

Initial grant period ends in March, but need to find $2700 for funding to keep program going.

AIM Hack: six digit number (short code) and IM screen name, then question. Free for library to provide, comes in via IM service rather than email, syntax is not intuitive and may be a deterrent. No stats about libraries doing this yet.

Web driven dashboard model-- $1200/yr (to $2400/yr). 

Thinking about going back to mobile device model (cheaper)

Denver Public Library

IM Services not offered at library

What the library has gone through to get admin on board

Library Help product

IM via widget

Administration shot down—who is going to staff?

Public libraries are not getting a lot of IM traffic, but service point is only on one page of website (not multiple)

Auraria Library / Ask Colorado chat based consortium 
UC Denver, Community College of Denver, (one more school)…

40,000 total students, commuters, non-traditional (immigrant pop, prisoner population, older students). Low income (some live at shelters) average age is 28.

AskColorado—chat service, proprietary (tutor.com). No academic queue at the time (2004/05). Even though they dropped the service, students kept using it. 297 uses without advertising or paying for service. 24/7.

Meet all population needs

Pidgin, 

Adium is equivalent of Pidgeon for Mac

LibraryH3lp—patron side, $1 per hundred students (IM client)

(half hour)

Questions/Comments:

· short user name is key
· AIM Hack: how do you tell what is a text and what is an IM (guest vs. screen name vs. phone number)
· rough chatter—solve queue issues (when there are multiple IMs at the same time)
· off hours—flip to an email?
· customizable message: change color to indicate idle/away and matches with Meebo. Floating chat window.
· use of cha cha vs. a library chat

A brief bibliography was distributed (limited number of copies available).
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