
 
Online Lifelines:  
Virtual Communications & 
Reference for Distance Learners 
 
 
 
  
  

Nancy Skipper, Reference Librarian 
 
Virginia Cole, Ph.D., Reference & Digital Services Librarian 
 
 
 
 
SRLC Webinar                           December 2012  

1 



Today’s presenters 

Virginia Cole, Ph.D. 
Digital Reference Services Librarian 
History Liaison 

Nancy Skipper 
Reference Services Coordinator 
Sociology Liaison 

 

2 



Cornell University Libraries 

3 



4 

Olin and Uris Libraries 
Cornell’s Humanities & Social Sciences Libraries 



Virtual or Remote Reference 

  
 Anywhere [& anytime] 
 Personalized but anonymous 
 Immediate [or at least timely] 
 Convenient for [off-campus] users 
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“Users aren’t remote.  
It’s the librarian who’s remote.” 
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Virtual / digital / remote / distance 
reference modes = 
 
 Phone 
 Email 
 [FAQs, Web pages, guides, tutorials] 
 Chat/Instant Message (IM)  
 Text 
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Questions 

 What modes (phone, email, chat, text, other) 
does your library currently offer? 
 

 What  are you considering launching, or in the 
process of launching? 
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Today’s Webinar 
 
 
Introduction 
 
Part 1: Planning and/or enhancing distance reference services 
Discussion and Q&A 
 
5 minute break  
 
Part 2: Developing and sustaining distance reference services 
Discussion and Q&A 
 
Part 3:  Assessing distance reference services 
Discussion & Q&A 
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Part 1  
 
 
 
Planning and/or enhancing virtual 
reference services 
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Philosophy of Virtual Reference Service 
 
 
 
 
RUSA Guidelines for Behavioral Performance of Reference and Information 
Service Providers 
 
RUSA Guidelines for Implementing and Maintaining Virtual Reference 
Services 
 
OCLC QuestionPoint’s 24/7 Cooperative Reference’s Performance 
Guidelines  
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Service Goals 

 An evolving understanding of user 
populations which informs evolution 
of services 
 

 Best service with resources available 
to meet a population’s needs 
 

 User experience, learning, and 
emotional satisfaction should be high 
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Will one (or more) of the remote 
services be available extended 
hours—in the evenings and 
weekends (or even 24/7)? 
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Remote or distance reference modes = 

 
 Phone 
 Email  
 [self-service FAQs, web pages, guides, etc.] 
 Chat/Instant Message (IM) 
 Text 
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Remote reference modes  

e-mail  
phone  
chat 
text 



Phone 

 Efficient and effective use of time and energy 
 Requires  undivided attention 
 Can be used in conjunction with computers 
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Presenter
Presentation Notes
Phone:  May seem old-fashioned, but the vast majority of our patrons have cell phones and sometimes picking up the phone is the most efficient, effective mode of communication. 
You can talk, instead of type.  
You can engage more easily in the reference interview.  
Although you can’t see the patron, you can hear their tone of voice and choice of words.  You can detect hesitation and confusion and encourage more feedback, for yourself. 
If the patron has a computer nearby, you can follow along with each other online (“mirroring”) and check for clarification and success (or not) as you proceed together through a database search.   
 An increasing advantage of the telephone is that you are more likely to have the user’s undivided attention.  (It’s not as likely that they will be texting someone else or surfing the web while talking with you!) 
 




Phone as software & communication 

 Be able to transfer; put on hold, etc. 
 Professional, friendly, approachable tone 
 Inquire – reference interview  
 Be able to offer search help 
 Provide instruction 
 Refer or follow-up 
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Presenter
Presentation Notes
A practical tip:  try a hand-free headset to make it easier to talk and type at the same time!




Email 

• Convenient 
• Not instantaneous 
• Clarity & precision can be problematic 
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Email as Communication  

• Good judgment 
• Balancing incomplete knowledge of 

user needs with instruction and 
substantive response 

• A professional & friendly tone 
• Referral or move to another mode  
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Presenter
Presentation Notes
Make your best guess on what they need and send enough useful information that they can get started on their research.  
Ask for more information about what it is that they truly need.  Although it can be a bit awkward and slow via “asynchronous e-mail” the reference interview is still important. 
Ask the patron when their research is due is due so you can plan additional follow up.  
Explain how you’d like to assist them further if additional time is available. Even if the patron doesn’t respond, you have helped them learn what reference staff can do to help and perhaps they will plan further ahead next time. 
Try to incorporate the “friendliness” we all strive toward in face-to-face reference by using encouraging wording and positive, “up-beat” language.
If time is available and you’re fairly certain what will be helpful, try to include enough step-by-step detail so the patron is able to find and use a resource successfully, including suggestions for specific subject headings or keywords to try.
Or – ask them to give you or your service a call!  That may save a lot of time and typing.



Email software & workflow 

• Know how to use the program—reply, 
forward, attach, link, etc. 

• Establish staff workflows 
• Establish guidelines, timeframe, etc. 

for responding 
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Email efficiencies 
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FAQs or Web pages for users and librarians 
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Chat/Internet Message 
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Chat/Internet Message Software 

 Automated messages 
 Scripts & urls 
 Capture user’s email 
 TRANSCRIPTS!!!!!!!!!!!!!!   
 Store & send transcripts  

 Protect user privacy 
 Statistics and reports!  
 Screen-sharing technologies are great but  

not the only way! 
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Scripts 

“Hello. Your librarians are not online right now; I’m helping  
them out by answering questions. I’m reading your question….” 
 
"Useful career information can be found in the Bryant & Stratton 
Virtual Library. Login to the Virtual Library and select the menu 
item 'Career Planning'--the item 'Helpful Tools' contains links to 
useful web resources while the item 'Research Databases' 
contains a link to the EbscoHost database 'Vocational & Career 
Information.' Another good source is the document "Career 
Resources Guide" available at   
vl.bryantstratton.edu/Portals/0/CareerResources.pdf." 
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Chat/Internet Message Software 

 Know the software 
 Comfort with the software in high pressure 

situations 
 

 Develop technical & workflow workarounds for 
needs that the software can’t handle 
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Chat/IM Communication Behaviors 

 Approachable, interest, friendly, professional 
 Reassuring, non-confrontational 
 Inquire – reference interview is crucial 
 Balance user’s time & interest with providing 

substantive response 
 Maintain contact 
 Aim to instruct and offer search help  
 Follow up & refer 
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Presenter
Presentation Notes
Be approachable:  make your service inviting and easy to find on  your web page
Show interest:  greet patrons as soon as possible and acknowledge their question
Inquire:  ask open-ended questions to make sure you know what they need. Use friendly, reassuring language to convey a positive ‘tone’ of voice.
Engage: stay in contact, even if to explain that you’re still searching
Search help:  assist with the research process, step-by-step, and check with the patron often to see if they are following and understanding and getting good results. Mirror their search on your computer so you know what they are finding (or not). 
Follow-up: make sure the patron knows how to get additional assistance 
Positive closure: thank the patron for using the service and encourage them to make future contact 



Chat/IM 

Con: Staff may feel chat is inefficient-- the amount 
of typing, the feeling they can’t express themselves 
as well as in person… 
 
Pro: 
But can assist multiple patrons  
simultaneously 
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Chat/IM 

 
Users can control the pace of the interaction and  
learn at their own speed! 
 
User satisfaction can be very high! 
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Text software 
 Autoresponders 
 Counting characters 
 Scripts & urls 
 Tiny url 
 Footers  
 Protection for user privacy 
 Be able to follow-up with user  
 Statistics and reports!  
 Transcripts!!!!!!!!!!!!!!! 
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Text statistics 
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Texting 

 Approachable 
 Reassuring, non-confrontational 
 Inquire – reference interview 
 Offer search help 
 Instruct as much as possible 
 Follow up & refer 
 

                        All in 140-160 characters! 
34 

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Say “Hi” (only 2 characters and it sounds friendlier)
Include your email address for more contact
Use Tiny URL when sending links (to save space) [Include link at end in resource list]
Ask them to call (if too complicated for texting)
For distance ed students you won’t have the problem of patrons sitting in a library where they should not be talking on their phone
But do try to text at least one useful source, suggestion, specific idea of how you can help.
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New, and not so new, technologies? 

 Twitter, Facebook, Google Plus... 
 Skype, videoconferencing… 
 Jing, screencasting… 
 Second life, augmented reality... 
 Others? 
 

Google Co-Founder Sergey Brin Sports the New Google Glasses at Dinner in the Dark, a 
Benefit for the Foundation Fighting Blindness -- San Francisco, CA 
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Staffing Challenges 
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Who? 
What? 
When? 
Where? 
How? 
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Tiered staffing 

 Confer 
 Consult 
 Refer 
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Cooperative or collaborative service: 
Guidelines for Cooperative Reference Services 
 

 Mission 
 Service 
 Communication  
 Quality 
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Where? 

 Reference desk? 
 Office? 
 Other space? (digital 

reference services 
space) 
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Tutorial: Research Minutes Series 
“Identifying substantive news articles” 
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http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=QAiJL5B5esM�
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The Instruction Connection 
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End of Part 1 of 3! 

 
Questions ? Comments? 

Discussion? 
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Five minute break 

 
 

            Let’s all stand up  
                  and stretch! 
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Part 2  
 
 
 
 
Developing and sustaining 
distance reference services 
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Training 

52 

 



 Service 
Philosophy 

 Buy-in 
Motivation 
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Hirko, Buff.   Virtual reference training : the complete guide to providing  
anytime, anywhere answers.  
Chicago : American Library Association, 2004. 
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RUSA Guidelines for Behavioral Performance of 
Reference and Information Service Providers (2004) 
http://www.ala.org/rusa/resources/guidelines 
 
OCLC QuestionPoint’s 24/7 Cooperative 
Reference’s Performance Guidelines 
http://wiki.questionpoint.org/w/page/13839421/247-Best-
Practices 
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Quality benchmarks 

 Greeting 
 Reference interview 
 Resource selection 
 Level of search assistance 
 Interpersonal communication skills 
 Concluding the session 
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Sharing Transcripts for Learning 
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Coaching/Shadowing/Observation 

 Support 
 Assist 
 Encourage 
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Flying solo 

 
 
 
But don’t be  
too far away 
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• Suggest  
• Guide 
• Encourage  
• Trust 
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Share  
Strategize 

62 



63 



Promotion & Marketing 
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http://www.library.cornell.edu/ask/chatbirthday 
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Ask a Librarian Inside databases 
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Email signature 
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^*^*^*^*^*^*^*^*^*^*^*^*^*^*^*^*^*^*^*^*^*^*^*^* 
  
Chat 24/7: try our chat reference service available 24 hours a day, 7 days a 
week!  http://www.library.cornell.edu/olinuris/ref/askalib.html 
Note: Cornell Librarians are online:  Mon.-Fri., 10am-5pm.  After hours, or when 
Cornell librarians are busy helping other patrons, non-Cornell librarians can 
provide basic help.  Your question may be referred back to Cornell librarians for 
follow-up by email or phone.   
  
^*^*^*^*^*^*^*^*^*^*^*^*^*^*^*^*^*^*^*^*^*^*^*^*  

http://www.library.cornell.edu/olinuris/ref/askalib.html�


In-house Promotional Material 

Posters, Table Tents & Business Cards  
Designed by Laura Larrimore, 
Communication Specialist at  
Albert R. Mann Library 
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Twitter 
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In the “classroom” during library 
instruction 
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Promotion, marketing 

 Library Web Site 
 Inside databases 
 Through email, newsletters, blogs, social media, 

etc. 
 Orientation mailings, email, fairs, etc. 
 Library instruction 
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End of Part 2 of 3! 

 
Questions ? Comments? 

Discussion? 
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Part 3 

 
Assessing Remote Reference 
Services 
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  Assessment from RUSA 
http://www.ala.org/rusa/sections/rss/rsssection/rsscomm/evaluationofref/measrefguide 
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Statistics, Measures and Quality Standards for Assessing Digital 
Reference Library Services: Guidelines and Procedures. McClure, C., 
Lankes, R. David, Gross, M., and Choltco-Devlin, B. (2002). ERIC 
Clearinghouse on Information and Technology; Syracuse, NY.   
http://quartz.syr.edu/rdlankes/Publications/Books/Quality.pdf 
 
 

Additional Assessment Resources 
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Assessment 
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What are your goals? 

General planning? 
Service improvement? 
Resource development? 
Budget advocacy? 
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Factors? 

 Service use  
 Patron 

satisfaction  
 Service quality 
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Analyzing use 

chat 

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Sample two weeks—first week in feb 2008; first week in april 2008



Analyzing modes  

2012 

e-mail  
phone  
chat  
text 



 

User feedback—surveys, comments, transcript review, thanks, etc.  

84 

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Survey pops up at the end of every chat



Transcript Review for Quality 
—chat, email, text, etc. 
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Not only can reference librarians provide online lifelines for 
distance education students,  

if all goes well, we can help them learn to swim too! 
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Presenter
Presentation Notes
With planning, development, and assessment, it is possible to offer high-quality reference service via remote modes such as chat, text, email




Free Software for Chat 

 Trillian www.trillian.im/ Trillian, the free instant 
messenger for Windows, MacOS X, Android, iPhone, 
BlackBerry, and the Web. Supports Windows Live, 
Facebook, Twitter, Yahoo, ... 

 http://mashable.com/2010/01/25/gtalk-aim-fbchat/ 
 Pidgin, the universal chat client www.pidgin.im/ A 

free chat client used by millions. Connect easily to 
MSN, Google Talk, Yahoo, AIM and other chat 
networks all at once. 

 Twitter, Facebook, Gmail chat 
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Proprietary Software for Chat 

 OCLC QuestionPoint 
 Library H3lp 
 Altarama 
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Text Software 

 Free 
 Twitter 

 

 Proprietary 
 Text a Librarian, Altarama, Library H3lp, etc. 
 Collaborative Texting: My Infoquest 

http://myinfoquest.info/ 
 

 More: 
http://www.libsuccess.org/index.php?title=Online_Reference 
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Free Wiki software for FAQs  
and other content 

http://www.clickonf5.org/7599/10-free-opensource-wiki-software-engine/ 
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GUIDELINES 
American Library Association.  Reference and User Services Association.  
RUSA Guidelines  http://www.ala.org/rusa/resources/guidelines 
Guidelines for Behavioral Performance of Reference and Information Service Providers (2004) 
Guidelines for Cooperative Reference Services (2006) 
Guidelines for Implementing and Maintaining Virtual Reference Services (2010) 
Guidelines for Information Services (2000) 
 
RUSA. Measuring and Assessing Reference Services and Resources: A Guide. 
http://www.ala.org/rusa/sections/rss/rsssection/rsscomm/evaluationofref/measrefguide 
  
OCLC QuestionPoint’s 24/7 Cooperative Reference’s Performance Guidelines  
 
BOOKS 
Hirko, Buff.   Virtual reference training : the complete guide to providing anytime, anywhere answers.  
Chicago : American Library Association, 2004. 
  
Kern, M. Kathleen.  Virtual reference best practices : tailoring services to your library.  Chicago : American Library 
Association, 2009. 
  
McClure, Charles R.  Statistics, measures, and quality standards for assessing digital reference library services 
: guidelines and procedures.  Syracuse, N.Y. : Information Institute of Syracuse, School of Information Studies, 
Syracuse University ; Tallahassee, Fla. : School of Information Studies, Information Use Management and Policy 
Institute, Florida State University, [2002] 
  
Virtual Reference Desk Conference (3rd : 2001 : Orlando, Fla.).  Implementing digital reference services:   setting 
standards and making it real / edited by R. David Lankes ... [et al.]. 
New York : Neal-Schuman Publishers, c2003. 
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COLLECTED ARTICLES 
Miller, W., & Pellen, R. M.  Improving Internet reference services to distance learners. Binghamton, NY: Haworth 
Information Press, 2004.  Co-published simultaneously as Internet Reference Services Quarterly, volume 9, numbers ½, 
2004. 
  
Miller, W., & Pellen, R. M.  Internet reference support for distance learners. Binghamton, N.Y: Haworth Information 
Press, 2004.  Co-published simultaneously as Internet Reference Services Quarterly, volume 9, numbers ¾, 2004. 
  
  
ARTICLES 
Coonin, Bryna, and Angela Whitehurst. "The Assessment Portfolio: A Possible Answer To The Distance Education 
Assessment Dilemma." Internet Reference Services Quarterly 16.3 (2011): 91-97.  
  
Coonin, Bryna, Beth Filar Williams, and Heidi Steiner. "Fostering Library As A Place For Distance Students: Best 
Practices From Two Universities." Internet Reference Services Quarterly 16.4 (2011): 149-158.  
  
Lee, Lisa Sandra. "Reference Services For Students Studying By Distance: A Comparative Study Of The Attitudes 
Distance Students Have Towards Phone, Email And Chat Reference Services." New Zealand Library & Information 
Management Journal 51.1 (2008): 6-21.  
  



 
Thanks! 

 
Questions? Comments?  

Discussion? 
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