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COMPARATIVE ANALYSIS OF OPACS:  DARIEN LIBRARY SOPAC AND WINDSOR PUBLIC LIBRARY OPAC
     I located OPACs from both public and academic libraries.  I chose two public library OPACs: Windsor (CT) Public Library (WPL), where I currently have an internship, and the Darien (CT) Library.   Then I chose two academic library OPACs: the CSU Consuls OPAC and Norwalk Community College.  I have included a brief overview of the characteristics of the four OPACs.  I then conducted a comparative analysis of the two public library catalogs:  WPL and Darien Library.
OVERVIEW OF THE FOUR OPACS
WPL catalog:  
· Keyword or browse by subject search
· “Did you mean….” If you misspell a word. 
· Links to summaries and reviews 
· Find more by this author/topic
· “Find nearby items on shelf”-browsing feature
· Advanced search (Boolean)
· Browse and call number search available 
· Audio/DVD search
Darien Library catalog:
· Drop-down menu with keyword/title/author/subject/tags/reviews/series/call number.
· Simple Google-like interface on main catalog search screen
· Search by media type (i.e. movies, music, audiobooks)
· Option to limit search to available items
· Advanced search includes searching by age group (adult, teen and children)
· Limited call number search 
Consuls
· Offers simple search of Keyword, Title, Author, Subject
· Advanced search- Boolean
· Limits include language, material type and time frame
· Ability to virtually browse the shelves by clicking on the call number
Norwalk Community College (NCC)
· Basic, advanced, Subject, Author search options
· Advanced search offers Boolean 
· Limits include time frame (2000 and after), material type and hot reads
· Call number search
COMPARATIVE ANALYSIS

     The Windsor Public Library system includes the main library and one branch library.  The WPL is part of the Library Connection integrated library system which serves 26 libraries (Library System Networks, 2008).  
      The Darien Library is known world-wide for their innovations in technology and service.  According to their website, they are ranked as one of the top 10 public libraries in the country by Henman’s American Public Library Rating (About Darien Library, 2010).  Darien Library is not affiliated with any consortia, nor do they have any branch libraries.  They have used a program developed in-house by John Blyberg to seamlessly integrate their OPAC with their website.  This program is known as a SOPAC (social-OPAC) because it features patron-added tags, ratings, comments and reviews (Hadro, 2008).   

DESCRIPTION OF BOTH CATALOGS

     Using simple search terms, I performed title, author, keyword, subject and call number searches on both the Darien Library and WPL catalogs.  First I will describe how the catalogs work, and then I will evaluate them.  

DARIEN LIBRARY CATALOG

     Darien has a fairly simple search interface.  The default search is by keyword.  But users can change the search to title, series, author, tags, etc. via a drop down menu.  Users can also search by format as well.  In order to see how the catalog works, I searched the catalog using the terms “To Kill a Mockingbird,” “dinosaurs,”  “Little House Books” series, and Dewey call number 567.9.
     KEYWORD SEARCH- To Kill a Mockingbird:  This search finds 14 hits.  The first three results are study guides for To Kill a Mockingbird rather than the actual novel.  The fourth hit is a sound recording, and the fifth hit is the book.  If the user looks through all the hits, he/she will find a few biographies of Harper Lee, the author.  There are also some hits that were difficult to determine how they were relevant.  For example, The Glass Castle: a memoir has nothing to do with To Kill a Mockingbird or Harper Lee.  But in one of the community reviews of The Glass Castle, the reviewer compares the memoir to the character Scout in To Kill a Mockingbird.  So keyword searching must search terms from the user reviews as well as the MARC record.
     KEYWORD SERACH- “Dinosaurs”:  This search locates 323 hits.  By using the “fine tune” feature to the left of the search box, users can limit the search by format, age group, year, etc.  An interesting limit is by decade.  I can see this being useful for users researching trends in a certain subject.  
     TITLE SEARCH:  To Kill a Mockingbird:  Switching to a title search brings up eight hits including three versions of the novel:  Sound recording, book, and video recording.  The study guides are listed at the end. 
     Dinosaurs:  Locates 120 titles that include the word “dinosaur.”  Although this does not seem particularly useful, it can help users find titles for children.  Almost all of the first 10 hits are children’s books about dinosaurs.  
     REVIEWS:  The Darien Library includes an option to search by reviews.  However, the search for To Kill a Mockingbird reviews did not bring up any reviews of the novel.  Instead, there were three hits for other titles which compared that book to To Kill a Mockingbird.  It appears as though the catalog only searches the community reviews that anyone can post on the Darien Library website.  Users are able to find professional reviews using the title search function.  Next to the title of the book, there are links to reviews from publications such as Library Journal or Publishers Weekly.  
     AUTHOR:  The Darien Library catalog author search is usable searching last name first (“Lee, Harper”) or first name first (“Harper Lee”).  The first hit for the search “Harper Lee” however, brings up a title by the author Lee Harper.  “Lee, Harper” brings up To Kill a Mockingbird for the first three hits, then the Lee Harper title.  
     SUBJECT:  A subject search for “dinosaurs” locates 255 titles.  Again, users can limit their search by format, age group, etc.  

     TAGS:  A tag search for “dinosaurs” gives users 90 hits.  In order to show up, a user must have decided to tag that title with the term “dinosaurs.”  Obviously, using the tags function will not bring up every title on the subject of dinosaurs.  

     SERIES:  “Little House Books” locates three titles; two picture books adapted from the series and The Laura Ingalls Wilder Songbook.  In my opinion, this is of limited value since most users want Laura Ingalls Wilder’s original series.  By performing a title search for “Little House on the Prairie,” users can click on the proper series name, Little House.  However, it still does not come up with the nine original books.  Some hits are unrelated to the series, while others are related, but “spin-offs” of the original series.  
     CALL NUMBER:  A search of the Dewey call number 567.9 gives 49 hits.  It only searches the exact number:  If users want to search 567.91, they must perform another search.  If users try to search 567, hoping to get all the books in 567.9, 567.91, etc., they will get “Sorry, your search produced no results.”
WINDSOR PUBLIC LIBRARY CATALOG
     WPL gives users the option of searching the main catalog, children’s catalog, or the branch catalog.  I searched the main library catalog.  As with Darien, the default search is keyword.  There is also a browse search function.  I used the same search terms as Darien in order to compare results.

     KEYWORD SEARCH-To Kill a Mockingbird:  There are actually two types of keyword search in the WPL catalog.  First, there is a choice between a keyword catalog search versus a browse catalog search.  Then, users have a choice of search buttons including “word or phrase,” title, author, etc.  A user searching for “To Kill a Mockingbird” using keyword catalog search and clicking on the title search button will find a list of seven titles similar to the title search in the Darien Library catalog.  

     Dinosaurs:  A keyword search using the “word or phrase” search button results in 524 titles.  To the right of the search results, users can read and click on different categories in which the titles were found, i.e.  “Children’s Literature” or “Natural History, biology.”   By clicking on a category, a user would be able to limit his or her search.    A keyword using the “subject” search button produces 422 results.  Again, users can limit their search by category.  
     BROWSE SEARCH:  To Kill a Mockingbird:  A browse search, on the other hand, brings up a list of the title in different formats.  It appears to search various access points such as LC subject headings and the statement of responsibility in the 245 tag of the MARC record.  The search also includes study guides.  The last two hits are different titles starting with the words “to kill.”  
     Dinosaurs:  A browse search for “dinosaurs” using the Subject search button returns many categories from LC subject headings.  
     AUTHOR SEARCH:  An author search for “Lee, Harper” locates nine titles.  The third hit on down are various versions of To Kill a Mockingbird.  The first two titles are books either written or illustrated by Lee Harper.  A search for “Harper Lee” gives the exact same search results.  

     SERIES:  A keyword search for the “Little House” series finds 8 results.  Some of the titles are not related to the Laura Ingalls Wilder series, many are missing. Yet a title search for the missing titles brings them up.  The catalog records show that some titles are cataloged with the name of the series, while others are not.

     CALL NUMBER:  There are two ways to perform a call number search in the WPL catalog.  First, the user can to go into “advanced search.”  An alternative is to perform another type of search, choose a record, and then click on “nearby items on shelf.”   A call number search for 567.9 appears to be close to an actual shelf list.  The first it is 566, the second is 567.9, and the list ends with 568.22.  A search for 567 brings up the same results.  I did a number of other call number searches, however, and it appears to always give the user 13 results.  If the user wants to browse further on the shelf, he or she must perform another call number search.  
EVALUATION

     Martin (1992) argues that OPACs are a reference tool, and therefore can be evaluated using the same methods as evaluating a reference book, or any other reference tool.  Cassell and Hiremath (2009) list “accuracy, ease of use, arrangement of materials, and appropriateness to the audience (p. 341) among their evaluation criteria for reference materials.  I modified their criteria and evaluated the OPACs on the following criteria.

· Ease of use-can the user easily figure out how to search

· Level of sophistication (types of searches)

· Levels of satisfaction with search results-i.e. will the search results make sense to the user?  Are there any types of searches the user will find difficult?
· Attractiveness of the interface

EASE OF USE:

     DARIEN:  I found the Darien Library catalog straightforward and easy to understand.  The interface is Google-like in the sense that it is a simple search box, with dropdown menus for type of search and format.  I like the “Fine Tune” box so that if users enter very broad search terms (such as “dinosaurs”) there is an obvious way for them to limit their searches.  The Darien Library catalog uses terminology that most users will be familiar with.  However, there is no way to browse by call number.  There is a call number search, but it is limited to the exact call number the user enters.  The user must enter new searches to keep browsing.  Also, there is no “did you mean:….” If the user misspells a word by one letter, i.e. “dinosours” instead of “dinosaurs,” the user will see “Sorry, your search produced no results.”
     WPL:  When users outside the library enter the WPL catalog, they must choose to search the Main Library, the Wilson branch, or the Children’s Collection.  All my searches were performed using the Main Library catalog.  The browse search option can be useful for users to find subject headings to use for their searches; however users may not be familiar with the difference between a keyword and browse search.  Users can choose what type of search to perform by choosing the proper search button.  There is a drop-down menu so users are able to specify which library in the consortia they would like to search.  They can search all the libraries at once as well.  Users need to use the advanced search function to limit by format.  They can also use advanced search to search by call number.  
     If the user misspells a word, there is a “did you mean:…” For example, a search for “dinosours” will pull up a search for dinosaurs.
     In conclusion, I find the Darien Library catalog to be in general more user friendly due to the simplicity of the interface.   The users do not have to wonder what a browse search is for.  However, the WPL catalog will offer correction for misspelled words, and it will also perform better call number searches.  

LEVEL OF SOPHISTICATION

     As I implied above, I believe that the WPL catalog is capable of slightly more sophisticated searching than the Darien Library.  The Darien Library will not correct misspellings.  It won’t even suggest that the user check the spelling or recommend other search options.  Also, the Darien Library allows users to click on subject headings in order to search them.  On the other hand, the WPL browse function will list many search headings at once so users can choose the best one.  
     I checked both catalogs for a Boolean search function.  In the advanced search option, WPL offers Boolean search terms (AND, OR, XOR and NOT).  Users can also perform Boolean searches directly into the main search.  Darien Library does not offer fields to enter Boolean searches.  It does seem to perform Boolean searches if they are entered in the main search box, however.  

SATISFACTION WITH SEARCH RESULTS

     Both the Darien Library and WPL performed reasonable searches on all the terms I chose to search.  In both catalogs, users will probably have the most difficulty searching by series title.  However, it appears that the blame for this lies with the catalogers, not the catalog.  Many catalogers chose not to enter the popular series name of the series I chose to search.  
     Users of the WPL catalog may be dissatisfied if they choose to perform a browse search instead of a keyword search.  Instead of a list of titles appearing, they find a list of subject headings.  While this may be useful, the users may not expect that.  It is unclear which search type will produce the results the user wants.  
     Students doing research will like that the WPL offers a “Cite it” feature.  From the item display screen, users can click on “Cite it,” and be able to choose from the most common citation styles, and copy and paste the citation into their own paper.  

ATTRACTIVENESS OF THE INTERFACE

     Both interfaces are uncluttered and readable.  The Darien Library’s use of web 2.0 features such as tags and user reviews is highly attractive to users since it makes them contributors to the catalog.  These features give the Darien Library an edge over the traditional WPL catalog.    The WPL catalog does link to outside reviews, but users cannot add their own reviews or add tags.  
     I believe users will like that both catalogs show pictures of the book covers.  Both catalogs clearly show the location information of the books, and publication information on the item display screen.  
SUGGESTIONS FOR IMPROVEMENT

Darien

· Incorporate a more sophisticated call number search.  Allow users to click on a call number in order to browse.
· Add a corrective spelling feature.
· Add a “Cite it” feature.
· Make it clear to users that Boolean searching is permitted.
WPL

· Somehow define for users what the difference is between the keyword search and the browse search.
· Add more web 2.0 features such as tags, user reviews and ratings.
· Make the call number search more sophisticated.  Allow users to continue to search by call number by clicking “next” or “previous” instead of making users search additional call numbers.  Allow users to click on a call number in order to browse it.  

CONCLUSION

     Both the Darien Library and WPL catalogs were quite usable by the average library user.  Each catalog has its advantages and disadvantages.  Darien’s catalog, in my opinion, is more user-friendly due to its interface.  Also, the Darien catalog is more fun to use because of its incorporation of interactive features such as tags and user reviews.  I’m sure those features of the catalog contribute to the high reputation of the Darien Library.

     On the other hand, by concentrating so heavily on new, web 2.0 features, Darien seems to have sacrificed some of the more sophisticated types of searching.  The WPL catalog is able to perform better browsing and call number searches.  It is also obvious in the advanced search function of WPL that Boolean searches are allowed, whereas Boolean searches are possible in the Darien Library catalog, but it is not an obvious option.  

     Finally, it is clear that in order for any catalog to function properly, catalogers must first properly construct the MARC record.  A catalog may work perfectly, but if the MARC records are incomplete, the users will have difficulty finding what they need.  Everyone involved with the construction of the catalog, as well as those who perform the cataloging, must keep in mind that we are doing this so that the users can find what they need, and leave the library as happy customers.  
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