Docutek VRLplus Testing and Evaluation________________________________

Six volunteers located throughout the state tested Docutek VRLplus virtual reference software on Tuesday, May 6, 2003.  Unlike QuestionPoint and LiveAssistance, VRLplus software supports a co-browsing feature that facilitates more interaction between patrons and librarians. Co-browsing enables a librarian to take control of a patron’s browser and navigate to and within an electronic resource. For example, the librarian can suggest a database to a patron, navigate to that database, enter search terms, and evaluate the search results within the patron’s browser. Many librarians in the testing group were impressed by the co-browsing feature of Docutek VRLplus and indicated that it would be a useful feature for library instruction. 

The software’s interactive features require the patron to download a Java Applet. A configuration check is also run on the patron’s computer to determine if the system will support co-browsing and other interactive functions, such as the ability to highlight text in the patron’s browser.  Although the process was quick and required little involvement from the patron, several librarians expressed that this is a potential service barrier. 

The software also enables the librarian to send electronic files to a patron, such as an electronic finding aid or a PowerPoint presentation. Several librarians noted that this would be a potentially useful feature. Librarians had less difficulty connecting to Docutek VRLplus than the other two software products. No disconnection or net lag problems were reported and Docutek had the fastest data transfer rate of the three VR software products tested. 
Testing did reveal some problems with the software. The co-browsing feature failed to work correctly on several occasions. In some instances, this was because the configuration test did not recognize that the librarian was using a Java-enabled browser. Two librarians experienced problems with pushing pages to a patron. 

Many librarians indicated that the interface was confusing and poorly designed. This may be the result of the richer software environment and the additional software features. Moreover, many of the functions that require only one step in the other software packages, require additional steps in Docutek VRLplus. For example, there are multiple steps involved in saving and sending a transcript. 

In summary, the benefits of the software are as follows:

· Higher degree of interaction with the patron (Co-browsing, highlighting, file-sharing)

· No connection problems


· Fastest data transfer rate

The disadvantages are:

· Cost (more sophisticated software cost more)

· Download is required

· Richer and more confusing interface

· Additional functionality will require more training.

