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Experiments with Integrating Library Services into the Online Classroom
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ABSTRACT:  The Houston Community College System (HCCS) is one of the largest community colleges in the nation, serving over 52,000 students. Though there is no dedicated full-time distance education (DE) librarian at HCCS, "traditional" librarians are meeting the needs of a rapidly growing population of DE and hybrid students by adapting to new roles and applying technology in innovative ways.  An adventuresome cadre of information professionals has been reaching out to students to engage them where learning takes place.  These "virtual librarians" are embedded in Web-based courses in order to promote library services to students who may never set foot in a HCCS campus library.  As DE enrollment continues to expand, however, it has become necessary to consolidate efforts, and this is being accomplished through the utilization of a Web log (blog) and syndication tools, as well as some additional free applications. 
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A QUICK REVIEW OF THE PROBLEM

With the increasing use of course management systems (CMSes) such as WebCT and Blackboard to deliver both distance and campus-based courses, librarians have often commented on the fact that many CMSes neglect to include meaningful library-related content in the course interface, and they have grappled with ways to overcome this shortcoming.
  John Shank and Nancy Dewald have noted that librarians need to take it upon themselves to obtain a presence in Web-based classrooms or “risk being bypassed by [CMS] technology and losing relevance to students and faculty.”
  Shank and Dewald suggested that librarians get involved at either a system-wide (macro) or course-specific (micro) level.  Within the Houston Community College System (HCCS), librarians have implemented both macro and micro measures over the course of several years, and they have learned much.  

Kara Giles explored the responsibilities involved in micro-level involvement, and she found, as have HCCS librarians, that it can be a huge commitment and, one can therefore infer, very time-consuming.
  In fact, with use of CMSes and enrollment in DE courses expanding, the thought of allowing all faculty at a large institution to invite a librarian into their classrooms may seem like a recipe for disaster.  However, HCCS did just that—and successfully!  Over the course of the two years that HCCS’s Virtual Library Program has been active, the program size has grown from one librarian involved in five courses, to thirteen librarians involved in seventy-four courses.  The time involved, combined with some budgetary issues, led the staff at HCCS toward trying to find a way to consolidate their efforts without sacrificing the level of personalization, and therefore, the manner in which a library presence is integrated into the CMS interface at HCCS began to evolve.

THE VIRTUAL LIBRARY PROGRAM TAKES FLIGHT

When she implemented the "Virtual Library Program" during the summer of 2003, Jean Northington became the first HCCS librarian to support DE students from an embedded position.  By logging in to WebCT courses, Northington delivered pertinent information via e-mail and discussion forums, and she engaged students during chat sessions as well.  At the end of the summer, she organized and trained a group of librarians who continue to serve as embedded librarians. 

The fact that the Virtual Library Program has expanded substantially each semester since its debut attests to its overwhelming success.  In fact, participation in the program has grown over forty-percent in the past year alone.  In order to cope with the growing pains that have accompanied this progress, a group of virtual librarians (VLs) formed the HCCS Library Distance Education Committee.  In addition to managing the flourishing program, the committee has implemented other online services, such as instant-messaging-based reference.

THE VIRTUAL LIBRARY PROGRAM IN ACTION

Though, as the preceding statistics suggest, the 2005 incarnation of the VL program operates on a much larger scale, the overall blueprint remains much as it did during the first semester the service was offered.  At the start of each semester, VLs are recruited and paired with instructors who have responded to a message offering the service posted on the DE faculty listerv.  Although increasingly VLs are veterans of the program with several semesters of service under their belts, it has often been necessary to offer a training session for new recruits.  Over the course of the semester, they will need to master some fundamental HTML editing skills and adapt to providing reference service in the online environment.  Though a few hours of training can settle nerves and give rookies a feel for what they have just gotten themselves into, some of them count on the support of fellow VLs throughout the semester as they assimilate these new skills.  

Over the course of the semester, virtual librarians introduce their classes to the resources and services available to students with a series of canned HTML-based messages.  Topics addressed include avoiding plagiarism, citing sources, evaluating Web sites, and locating books, full text articles, electronic reference tools, and e-books. 

In addition to sending prefabricated messages, VLs address their classes personally.  For instance, they may notify students of a temporary glitch with accessing a database, share the answer to a frequently asked question, or wish them a safe and happy spring break. During the first semester of the VL Program, Northington interacted with students via Chatterbox, a conferencing application that offers text-chat, Voice over Internet Protocol (VoIP), co-browsing, and application sharing.  Although Chatterbox is available to HCCS through a license held by the Distance Education Department, it has not been popular among VLs.
 Chief among frustrations with Chatterbox is the fact that Simple Software, the developer, does not plan to offer a Macintosh-compatible version.  Due to this shortcoming, and the fact that such a complex conferencing platform, though versatile, might be a little daunting to the less tech-savvy VLs, only a few have held chat sessions.  However, one of the messages that VLs send out to students encourages them to use the libraries’ Instant Messaging (IM) real-time reference service in order to connect to a HCCS librarian.  Though Chatango, the free IM client HCCS is currently using, does not offer bells and whistles, such as co-browsing, it has the advantage of being incredibly simple and straightforward.  The chat window can be embedded in any Web page by simply copying and pasting a few lines of code from the Chatango Web site.
  Users visiting HCCS’s chat reference page see a chat window into which they can type their questions to a librarian right away, and the only plug-in necessary is Macromedia Flash Player.

From its inception through the spring of 2005, the Virtual Library Program has been funded by a national grant, which has been offered, in part, according to the HCCS Title V Web page, for the purpose of “increasing student access to information resources” through the use of technology.
  Despite the overwhelming popularity of the program, its very existence has been threatened repeatedly due to the ephemeral nature of grant funding.  Though VLs participate on a volunteer basis, they are offered, through the grant, the incentive of extra pay based on the number of classes they serve. 

Though funding has been available each semester since the program began, there have been several suspenseful semesters when funding issues were not settled until just a few weeks before the point when HCCS would typically advertise the availability of VLs.  Luckily, the money came through each time.  But these close calls lead one to wonder how many librarians would participate without the prospect of extra pay, especially since most VLs are spread thin as they struggle to keep up with the needs of on-site students at busy campus libraries.

When first faced with the combined facts of the increased popularity of the VL program and the inevitable end of funding through grant money, the Distance Education Committee struggled to come up with viable ways to continue offering the same level of service to faculty and students, knowing that only a few librarians would volunteer without the incentive of added pay.  The committee hit upon several possibilities— to continue funding HCCS’s staff of paid volunteers via the acquisition of further grant money, to continue funding HCCS’s staff of paid volunteers via increased adjunct faculty funding, or to hire a new librarian charged with the coordination and delivery of DE library services.  Eventually, all were discarded as unlikely to solve the dilemma. 

In terms of the amount of work to be done, with a system this size and with interest in the program growing, it is unclear if one DE librarian could successfully maintain the program single-handedly.  The pursuit of further funding to continue the program as-is would, in the case of adjunct funding, be a gamble that would, if successful, take several semesters to bear fruit.  Attempting to acquire further grant funding would only postpone the inevitable, and a couple of years down the road, HCCS would be facing the same problem.

However, even if funding were a non-issue, there would still be other challenges.  The librarians who participate in the program are doing so strictly on a volunteer basis, and as suggested above, it is quite possible that the pool of willing volunteers will not grow at a rate to match the growth of the program.  It is, in fact, possible that the pool may begin to dwindle as librarians become more and more stressed under the weight of increased enrollment.  Additionally, being a VL under the current system requires a certain comfort level with technology that is by no means universal in the field.  The Distance Education Committee eventually realized that HCCS needed to re-imagine the way librarians reach DE students—it needed to find a less labor-intensive method, requiring fewer participants. 

BLOGGING TO THE RESCUE

In late 2004, the Distance Education Committee was pinning its hopes on the arrival of a new WebCT system that would enable universal messaging to all students enrolled in online classes.  VLs imagined using the messaging system to deliver the library-related messages to every student’s WebCT mailbox. However, the committee learned shortly after returning from winter holiday that, due to a smattering of technical difficulties, the implementation of the new WebCT platform was not right around the corner.  Happily, discussions about universal messaging capability turned the committee’s attention in a new direction.  Essentially, each VL was producing a unique message for each class.  The content was often identical, but each delivery was unique.  This was the equivalent of sending a band to someone's house each time s/he wanted to hear a particular song—obviously not the most efficient method of delivery!  Instead, the committee needed to find a way to broadcast a message in a similar fashion to the way a radio station plays a song once, allowing many people to hear it. 

Of course, once committee members thought in terms of broadcasting, they began to think in terms of using RSS syndication and Web logs (blogs) in order to get students’ attention while also satisfying faculty who want a library presence in their online classrooms.  Within weeks, the committee had unified behind the idea of blogging to reach DE students (and beyond!); a mockup of a VL blog had been created; and discussions were underway about how best to transition from embedding a librarian in each class to embedding a library presence in a different way.  

Originally, committee members tossed around the idea of using an RSS-to-JavaScript client such as Feed2JS, developed by Alan Levine of the Maricopa Community Colleges, to get the blog into WebCT classrooms.
  While experimenting with that tool, though, members realized that, while it is incredibly useful for some tasks, that intermediate step was not necessary to meet specific goals.  In fact, the blog could be plugged right into any WebCT classroom simply by asking the instructor to add a link to the blog from his/her class homepage.  When students click on the link, they see the content of the blog inside their WebCT shell.  They view all of the library-related content, but they never leave the safety of their classroom!

As of the spring of 2005, the committee continues refining the appearance of the blog and finalizing how to use it.
  Two important components of any successful blog are regular and relevant posts that gain the readers’ interest.  To this end, the committee is revamping the VL posts to be more journalistic in nature, and members are developing some new content that will include news, holiday-hours information, database trials, etc.  The committee hopes to pilot the VL blog during the summer session of 2005, and then to use it exclusively starting in the Fall of 2005.

ON THE HORIZON

As HCCS librarians work to finalize plans for the VL blog, they are also considering a few additional tricks that may make the blog more effective.  

· Guerilla marketing
At HCCS, DE instructors are offered a template to get started when creating their WebCT classrooms.  HCCS librarians are planning to request that the template be altered to include the blog link, so the library’s classroom presence will be set up before the instructor even begins to build his or her course. 

· Instant messaging
HCCS librarians are contemplating incorporating the Chatango chat window into the blog or the WebCT welcome page, so that students can contact a librarian immediately and directly.  This will, it is hoped, add a level of personalization to the service, and demonstrate to the students that there are real, live people behind the messages they are receiving.

· Subscriptions
A strength of the original incarnation of the VL program was that it was somewhat invasive.  The blog solution is less invasive—students must choose to visit the blog.  However, so that students do not have to keep remembering to visit the blog, the committee hopes to allow students to subscribe to the blog.  The more technologically advanced students will be encouraged to subscribe using an RSS aggregator.  However, the committee is also interested in finding ways for students who do not use aggregators to subscribe to the blog as well, preferably by using an RSS-to-E-mail tool that requires little or no effort from the student.  Moveable Type blogs have this feature built in to them, but the blogging tool HCCS is using, Plone’s SimpleBlog, does not.
  The committee is exploring the capabilities of another Plone blogging tool, Quills, to determine its potential in that regard.
  A couple of Web-based tools, Bloglet and RssFwd appear to be promising, and the committee is experimenting with those as well.
 

CONCLUSION

As HCCS moves toward consolidating its DE efforts, HCCS librarians are committed to using technology to highlight the library system’s great personal services—not to replace them.   The blog promises to be a key resource in their efforts to promote and provide high quality library services.  Unlike the Wizard of Oz, HCCS librarians want students to know that there is a man behind the curtain, or in this case, a real librarian behind the technological interface.  
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