Early in January, 2003 the WSU Libraries will start answering user questions via an online real-time virtual reference service.  The WSU Libraries have long recognized the importance of assisting faculty and students to perform their library research at home or in their office.  The increasing numbers of indexes and full-text databases provided online by the WSU Libraries have reduced the need for researcher to come to the physical libraries.  Until recently, however, remote users in need of Librarian expertise had to choose whether to stop their work to come into the library or wait for an email response to their question.  Now students and faculty at Wayne State can get the answers and expertise they need online in real-time through the WSU Libraries Virtual Reference service.  

Faculty are also increasingly interested in providing opportunities for real-time online interaction in their courses.  As the percentage of commuter and part-time students has increased and ever more courses are offered online or at remote or satellite locations, the lack of personal interaction between the professor and student has become a major concern.  Using some form of instant messaging or real-time discussion software, faculty can offer students the opportunity to chat with them during online office hours or to participate in online virtual discussion sections.  According to the recent “Internet Goes to College Report” from the Pew Internet and the American Life Project, more than 25% of all college students use instant messaging on any given day. Given that so many students are already using these technologies, faculty should explore the effective uses of chat or other Web-based tools to enhance interactivity and a sense of community within their courses.

This session introduced some of the benefits and challenges of offering online real-time interaction with students and demonstrated one product, VRLPlus, as it is used in the WSU Libraries’ new “Ask a Librarian Online!” service.   Session attendees will not only see how the VRLPlus can function to answer library reference questions but also how it might be used to conduct online office hours, and/or basic instruction for individual distance learners.  The session will conclude with a discussion of some of the successes and challenges that faculty or others can expect when offering some form of online real-time interactive communication service.

Current online customer services software packages like, Docutek’s VRLplus, include a wide range of features that make it easy for professors to converse directly with students online in real time and guide them through Web sites or other online resources.  This software allows users to create scripted replies to commonly asked questions, to build an online FAQ database that would be searchable by students 24X7, and to manage session transcripts and statistics thus little technical knowledge and training is required for either staff or customers/patrons. 

The VRLPlus home screen (http://reserves.lib.wayne.edu/vrlplus ) is the main entry point into the system. From this screen, users can access the "Talk", "Email", and "Search" functions and hosts can login to the Administrative Module. 


Once logged in, the host can “Go Online” to access the chat messaging and web functions.   This opens a new application window with such functional areas as the chat messaging box, the browsing/escorting frame, and a variety of control and shortcut tabs.

A session begins with the user clicking on the "Talk" link on the home screen.  He or she then completes the brief form, which collects information on their status, their host preference (if any), and their initial question.  If there are no hosts on duty, the user is automatically directed to a form where they can submit their question via email.

 After logging in, the user is placed in a queue and the host may select with whom to interact.  When the host accepts a user, this begins an "active session" where the user and he host can interact via chat messaging and page pushing/escorting.  A host can have several active sessions at once but they can only chat with one at a time.  A host can also transfer a user to another online host who may better answer their question.  

At the beginning of a new active session both parties will see the host’s welcoming message and the user’s initial question.  They may then begin chatting by entering the text of their message in the box provided and clicking the Send button. Each new message will appear at the top of the chat frame above the "Newest Message" image. The host also has the option of using a pre-scripted message.  These Scripted Replies can be common to all hosts on the system or can be individualized by each host. 

Another useful feature of these customer service applications is allowing hosts to push individual web pages to the users or to "escort" them from page to page while navigating the web.  Some of the more advanced versions of these applications will also allow “cobrowsing” of the web.  Cobrowsing is where both parties have some control over what is viewed on the web and each can use the curser to point, highlight, or complete a form.  In each of these cases, the desired web page(s) will be displayed in the browsing portion of each party’s window.  Just as with the Scripted Replies, the host can use a set of shared or personalized bookmarks to assist them with accessing frequently used web pages.

To end the session, either party may click on the “Quit” button.  Once this has occurred each party has the option of requesting a transcript of the session.  This can be a very useful tool for both the user and the host.  For a user, the transcript provides a written record of everything that was discussed in the session and a list of active URLs for each web page visited in the course of the session.  They can then use these links to return to those sites on their own at a later time.  For the host, these transcripts not only can document specific interactions with users, it can also form the basis for additional scripted messages, bookmarks, or entries in the searchable Frequently Asked Questions database.

Along with providing the platform for online interactions between users and hosts, most of these customer service applications can also manage email transactions, generate a variety of statistical usage reports, and assist in the provision of a searchable database of Frequently Asked Questions/Answers.  
When choosing a customer service application package there are several important considerations.
· How many hosts do you anticipate or wish to be online at one time?  Some systems charge by the number of simultaneous hosts while others charge a flat fee and permit a limited number of simultaneous hosts.
· How well does the system work with the types of web resources you anticipate using in the sessions?  Some systems have difficulty accessing proprietary resources or displaying pages with frames.
· Should the user have to download and/or install something before accessing the service?  What does the system do if the user decides not to accept or install the download?
· Who installs and maintains the system?  Some of the providers are willing to handle the system installation, maintenance, and upgrades for the hosting organization either as part of the package or for an additional fee.   
· Who has access to and control over the information available in session transcripts and email communications.  With some systems, this information is housed on the hosting organization’s own server while with others it is housed on servers at the application software provider’s location.  Some systems also permit all host accounts at a particular organization to access all transcripts generated their while others are more restrictive on who may view transcripts and email communications. 
As has been shown, customer service software applications now provide exciting new opportunities for faculty to interact with their students outside of the classroom.  Academic and public libraries are already using such software packages to assist patrons with their information needs without requiring them to come into the library itself.  These same software applications could allow faculty to meet with students online to discuss their questions or problems thereby eliminating many long drives or special trips. 
