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Agenda

 A little about AskMN: The Librarian Is In!

 Understanding student behaviors 

 Introducing Chat to K12 students

 Get ready for the “Class Bomb”

 What we learned



About AskMN

A pup in the land of statewide cooperative digital reference services



AskMN Goals

 Create a cooperative network for libraries to more easily 

contribute and participate in an online reference service 

for the benefit of its communities.

 Provide a cooperative statewide digital reference service 

that is of benefit to all Minnesota residents allowing 

24/7 access to resources and informational 

assistance by trained and experienced librarians. 



Promoting AskMN (got us in trouble)

 Fall/Winter 2009/2010

 Full swing promotion of service to educators

 Webinars and presentations

 Brochures 

 She told two friends, and they told two friends, and they told 

two friends, and so on, and so on…

 Chats spiked dramatically



2009 Jan Feb Mar Apr May Jun Jul Aug Sep Oct Nov Dec Total

# of chat 
sessions 
requested

184 187 158 153 132 94 105 131 232 301 202 314 2193

2010 Jan Feb Mar Total
# of chat 
sessions 
requested

1424 811 572 2808

Public queue stats only, does not include academic queue.

Jan, 2010 #’s: 65% of all of 2009!



Understanding student behaviors 

What research has shown us



What makes a successful session

 Friendly librarians

 Ask if/where they have already looked for information

 Ask what the information is for

 Ask what grade level the information is for



What makes a difficult session

 Aggressive behavior

 Insist on librarian doing the work for them

 Unclear of assignment

 Librarian not answering the question

 Librarian does not “check in”



Student behaviors

 Urban and rural teens trusted Google results above advice 

from librarians

 Not too concern about quality of source

 Teens stop at “good enough”

 Engage in fewer closing rituals (“good bye”), since they are 

generally impatient and may suddenly leave the chat session

From: Radford, Marie L., and Lynn Silipigni Connaway. 2007. "'Screenagers' and 

Live Chat Reference: Living Up to the Promise." Scan, 26,1 (February): 31-39. E-

print available at: www.oclc.org/research/publications/archive/2007/connaway-

scan.pdf



What would encourage students to 

try a chat service?

 A trusted librarian, teacher, or friend’s recommendation

 Better marketing and publicity by service providers

 Extended hours of service

 Access to electronic information

 Interact with friendly librarians

 Relationships with librarians

From: Seeking Synchronicity: Evaluating Virtual Reference Services from User, 

Non-User, and Librarian Perspectives; 

http://www.oclc.org/research/projects/synchronicity/publications.htm



But what about my privacy?

 Concern about chatting with a librarian online – not sure if it 

is a safe environment (Radford & Connaway)

 Most online reference services offer anonymity 

 Ok to use screen name, something just to be friendly 

 Need some type of contact information if there is follow up



Introducing Chat to the K12 

student…

…through the educator



Define chat service to students

 The guiding principle of AskON is that it provides “better 
information than you could have found on your own.” 
Slobodian, Louise. 2009. "Ask Ontario Grows in Evaluating Its Services." 
Teaching Librarian 16, no. 2: 25-27. Accessed via Ontario Library Association: 
http://www.accessola2.com/images/infocentral/tl_16_2.pdf

 AskColorado IS a human-powered search engine. Kris Johnson, 

AskColorado Coordinator

 The bulk of the questions were homework related. Kids 
would push hard to have more of their work done by us than 
they would ever even think of doing in person, and many of 
them desperately needed a tutor. Librarians need to be 
reassured that saying "no, sorry we don't do that here" is 
OK. Renee Chalut, AskAway BC



Introducing Chat to Students

 Where is the need?

 Set expectations

 Guidance v. tutoring

 Not an answer service

 Time 

 Give it a whirl!

 Don’t recommend something you haven’t used yourself.

 “Class bomb”



Get ready for the “Class Bomb”



class bomb, n. (klas, kläs, -æ-; bäm)

 The process of bombarding; continuous attack upon a place 

with shot and shell. (OED)

 A period of time when students are encouraged to 

individually seek answers to their homework questions at the 

same time



Class bombs

 who are some entrepreneurs of quasi public corp. 

 Do you know of any quasi public corporations other then 

fanne mae?

 How do you start a quasi public coorperation?

 what are some entrepreneurs that started a quasi public 

corperation



And…
 "sample business plan" for online marketing.

 i need a business plan

 where would i find a business plan for an automotive 
factory/manufacturer? Like Ford or GMC? and not a dealership i dont 
need one of those..

 i need a bussiness plan for pizza hut

 I need helping finding a business plan for a sporting good store

 I need a business plan for a bakery

 I need a delivery/storage business plan

 I need a sample business plan for a business in the music industry.

 i need a computer store business plan



What did we learn from all of this?



Message to educators

 Scope of service… in a nutshell

 Clear

 Concise

 SHORT



Website

 Post policy(ies)/guidelines

 http://askmn.org/schools/guidelines.pdf

 http://provider.knowitnow.org/node/223

 Suggested use

 Please have students work together or have them stagger their 

logon times so that librarians have time to give the best service 

possible to each student or group. Students should prepare their 

questions in advance. Make sure they allow enough time! A 

typical chat session lasts about 15 minutes. This advanced 

preparation helps the librarian staffing the service to better help 

your students. It saves everyone time and leads to better 

responses. 

 Class Visit form

http://askmn.org/schools/guidelines.pdf
http://provider.knowitnow.org/node/223


Message to students (during chat)

 Focus on the question at hand

 Reiterate guidance to resources

 Stay in touch

 Let them know what you can do for them

 “We can look for information that can help with your 

homework or you can ask your teacher or media specialist 

for further assistance.”



Scripts
 It looks like several people from your school or class are accessing 

our service at the same time. Your wait time may be longer 

because we can’t help everyone at once. If several of you have the 

same or similar questions, please gather around a single computer 

and we will try to give you general resources that you all can work 

with. Otherwise, you may continue to wait, or try us again later. 

You may also want to check out the resources at ELM4You.org: 

http://www.elm4you.org/databases/teen.php Thank you for 

using AskMN.org.

 It appears you might be part of a class logging in. There may not 

be enough librarians logged on to handle an entire class. Please ask 

your teacher to have the other students log off and view your 

computer to see how the service works. You are welcome to then 

try out the service one-by-one at a later time from home, school, 

or your local library. Thanks for your cooperation.



Class Visits
I will be teaching a class to a group of retirees for Osher Lifelong Learning Institute (OLLI). 

I will be introducing them to AskMN and would like them to do a hands on exercise. I would 

like to have them pair up (20 folks, so about 10 logins) and log into AskMN @ 10:45 - 11am 

(CDT) with the following question: I would like information on how to start a rose garden. We 

will have a couple people monitoring to pick up as many as they can but some may go out 

to the coop. I will also put this info up on our public queue policy page.

I can not guarantee they will end the session or ask more questions about this topic or ask 

a completely different question. They are a very curious group.

Questions you may want to ask:

Where have you already look?

What zone is this for?

(Suggested) Sites to send:

Overview: http://www.extension.umn.edu/distribution/horticulture/DG1105.html

Different MN zones: http://www.extension.umn.edu/projects/yardandgarden/ygbriefs/h108

roses-hardy.html

Protecting for winter: http://www.extension.umn.edu/distribution/horticulture/00069.html and 

http://www.extension.umn.edu/projects/yardandgarden/ygbriefs/h112rose-mntip.html

Fertilizing: http://www.extension.umn.edu/distribution/horticulture/00068.html

Insect Pests: http://www.extension.umn.edu/distribution/horticulture/DG6953.html

Diseases: http://www.extension.umn.edu/distribution/horticulture/DG1163.html

Care: http://www.extension.umn.edu/yardandgarden/AAMG/roses/rosecare.html

http://www.extension.umn.edu/distribution/horticulture/DG1105.html
http://www.extension.umn.edu/projects/yardandgarden/ygbriefs/h108roses-hardy.html
http://www.extension.umn.edu/projects/yardandgarden/ygbriefs/h108roses-hardy.html
http://www.extension.umn.edu/projects/yardandgarden/ygbriefs/h108roses-hardy.html
http://www.extension.umn.edu/projects/yardandgarden/ygbriefs/h108roses-hardy.html
http://www.extension.umn.edu/projects/yardandgarden/ygbriefs/h108roses-hardy.html
http://www.extension.umn.edu/distribution/horticulture/00069.html
http://www.extension.umn.edu/projects/yardandgarden/ygbriefs/h112rose-mntip.html
http://www.extension.umn.edu/projects/yardandgarden/ygbriefs/h112rose-mntip.html
http://www.extension.umn.edu/projects/yardandgarden/ygbriefs/h112rose-mntip.html
http://www.extension.umn.edu/distribution/horticulture/00068.html
http://www.extension.umn.edu/distribution/horticulture/DG6953.html
http://www.extension.umn.edu/distribution/horticulture/DG1163.html
http://www.extension.umn.edu/yardandgarden/AAMG/roses/rosecare.html


Class Visits, cont’d…
Questions they may have:

Q: Should I use fertilizer? What type is best?

A: http://www.extension.umn.edu/distribution/horticulture/00068.html

Q: How do I protect them for winter?

A: http://www.extension.umn.edu/distribution/horticulture/00069.htm

and http://www.extension.umn.edu/projects/yardandgarden/ygbriefs/h112rose-

mntip.html

Q: What should I do about pests or insects?

A: http://www.extension.umn.edu/distribution/horticulture/DG6953.html

Q: My rose bush seems to be sick? Could it have a disease?

A: http://www.extension.umn.edu/distribution/horticulture/DG1163.html

Q: Where should they be planted? Shade, sun, partial or somewhere else? 

A: http://www.extension.umn.edu/projects/yardandgarden/ygbriefs/h108roses-

hardy.html

Q: How do I care for roses?

A: http://www.extension.umn.edu/yardandgarden/AAMG/roses/rosecare.html

http://www.extension.umn.edu/distribution/horticulture/00068.html
http://www.extension.umn.edu/distribution/horticulture/00069.htm
http://www.extension.umn.edu/projects/yardandgarden/ygbriefs/h112rose-mntip.html
http://www.extension.umn.edu/projects/yardandgarden/ygbriefs/h112rose-mntip.html
http://www.extension.umn.edu/projects/yardandgarden/ygbriefs/h112rose-mntip.html
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http://www.extension.umn.edu/projects/yardandgarden/ygbriefs/h108roses-hardy.html
http://www.extension.umn.edu/projects/yardandgarden/ygbriefs/h108roses-hardy.html
http://www.extension.umn.edu/projects/yardandgarden/ygbriefs/h108roses-hardy.html
http://www.extension.umn.edu/yardandgarden/AAMG/roses/rosecare.html


Other resources | Share your message

 Connect with educational organizations such as:

 Media Specialists association

 School District coordinators

 Local/Regional Information Literacy initiatives

 Ask to visit a class/school – talk to students directly

 Class visit to your library?

 Partner with local tutor services 

 We’re not a tutor service but…

 If no tutor service option and student is clearly in need or 

tutoring assist refer to media specialist, if no media specialist 

refer to teacher



Conclusion

 We haven’t perfected this yet, we may never

 (Typically) this is a student’s first exposure to 

research/online research and the research process – be kind

 Speaking to class of students is most effective:

 Understanding of length of chat

 Guidance, not tutor, not answer service

 Include educators on promotion

 Materials for distribution

 Invite to speak/write about experience

 Educators are very busy but finding a way to include them helps 

them understand the service better which will send a clearer 

message to students



Questions?

Thank you for your attention!

Carla Steinberg Pfahl

Minitex / AskMN

pfahl001@umn.edu

1-800- 462-5348


