QuestionPoint Testing and Evaluation________________________________

Six volunteers tested QuestionPoint virtual reference software on Tuesday, April 22, 2003. 

Volunteers were located on several UT campuses located throughout Texas. Although some of the reference transactions proceeded as expected, several transactions were marked by software problems. Some of these problems, such as the incorrect time being displayed in the chat queue, can probably be corrected by re-configuring the software. 

The most significant problem involved the volunteers acting as patrons being prematurely disconnected from their chat session. This problem occurred more than once. If this is a persistent problem, it may lead to patron frustration and dissatisfaction with the virtual reference service. 

More than one participant indicated that they were unable to see the last line of dialogue submitted by the other party. In some instances manually refreshing the browser displayed the most current line of dialogue; however, one participant indicated that refreshing the browser resulted in the premature termination of the chat session. Most of these problems occurred when using Netscape. 

Other problems involved the “Monitor Chat Sessions” window. These problems include:

· One of the librarians logged in did not appear in “Librarians Connected” list. Consequently, other librarians were not aware that the librarian was available to assist patrons. This librarian’s name did not appear in the “Patron Connected Sessions” list. As a result, other librarians were not aware that the librarian was interacting with one of the patrons in the queue.

· Once a librarian initiates a chat with a patron, the software does not “lock” the session. It is possible for another librarian to enter a chat in progress and interact with the patron. During our test, there were several instances where a librarian entered a chat-in-progress because she/he did not know (or could not see) that another librarian was already chatting with the patron. 

· A librarian does not have access to a patron’s status during the chat. The form has a pull-down menu for patron status, but this information is not available to the librarian in the chat queue or window.

· Start-time is not correct in the “Monitor Chat Sessions” window. It is an hour ahead. 

· The “Patron Connected Sessions” list is confusing, particularly the "End Session" column. Several of the librarians mistook this as the session’s current status. (They thought the session had ended.)

Several librarians experienced problems with QPT’s page-pushing feature. This feature worked for some websites and not others. Others indicated that when they pushed a page to a patron their browser would automatically close. One participant also indicated that when a page was pushed to her, the new window appeared behind the chat window and it was difficult to see that the librarian had pushed a page. 

Many librarians thought that the software should alert the librarian and patron when a new line of dialogue was entered. A beep or some other kind of auditory clue was suggested to allow users to attend to tasks in other windows.  

Although a patron can indicate his or her status in the chat form, this information is not available to the librarian. Librarians indicated that it is advantageous to know the affiliation of a user so that they can recommend appropriate resources. 

In Austin’s current configuration of the chat form the patron’s email address is not required. Although this may allow anonymity, it prevents a librarian from getting in touch with a patron in the event of a technical problem. 

One librarian received multiple transcripts for the same reference transaction. It appears that she received a new transcript with each new response from the librarian. 

Several of the librarians also indicated that the emails automatically sent to the patron are too long and impersonal. There is concern that because the emails refer to the service as “QuestionPoint” the patron will not recognize the messages as being sent from UT librarians.

