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� “ This is the 
best website I 
have been on.”  
Verbatim quote from exit survey 

AnyQuestions.co.nz – from trepidation to exhilaration 

Michaela O’Donovan 
National Library of New Zealand Te Puna M� tauranga 

Overview  
How much money is lost in Las Vegas in one day? Do taniwha eat? What causes submarines 
to go down? 
 
Picture working through these questions in a chat 
environment with young patrons who have an expectation of 
immediate and comprehensive service, are often paying for 
their internet time at school, have a couple of mates 
distracting them, are rushing to get help before the bell goes 
or need to get off the internet soon so that Mum can use the 
phone!  
 
Piece of cake? OK then, think about how you’d go about helping a student with: What is kiwi 
identity? Why did Japanese people come to New Zealand? I need to do a speech, but I don’t 
know what on, I need to have an opinion on… 
 
Our aim with this session is to share operator experiences from the first seven months of live 
service – the good, the bad and the ugly. 
 
While this session is intended to be a conversation between our operators and yourselves, 
we will cover the main experiences in these areas: usefulness of the electronic medium for 
reference transactions, ability to foster information literacy skills in the context of this service, 
availability of appropriate materials online and ways in which operators have modified their 
behaviour from a face to face environment. 
 
AnyQuestions.co.nz is about to embark on a research project to assess the impact of the 
service on learning outcomes for students – this session will not try to go there; our aim today 
is to give sense of what the service has meant for the librarians staffing it – the highs and 
lows, frustrations and delights.  

What are we being asked? 
The range of questions coming through the service is huge, with surprisingly low repetition of 
topics. Here’s a small unedited sample of questions. (All direct quotes from the service in this 
presentation are unedited and appear in italics) 
 

·  What’s all there is to know about cleopatra? 

·  What did adults and kids do for fun in the 1800©s? 

·  Is the NZ teenage market for hairdressing products sensitive to branding? 
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·  Where can I get to learn about girls puberty? 

·  Can I have some information on under age drinking and the drinking policy in New 
Zealand? 

·  How do emotions appear on our face? 

·  Where would I find info on D H Lawrence? 

·  Need info on Walt Disney? 

·  A famous person beginning with C 
 
Then we have the questions that come to us in the ‘learning moment’: 

Jake: What is the biggest rabbit ever caught by a cat? 

Leah: Here is a page with info on rabbits by NZ vets. It doesn©t say about being "caught by 
cats" though, but Flemish Giants are the largest type of rabbit. Is that ok Jake? 

Jake: Yes thank you. I think my cat caught the biggest rabbit ever, I just wanted to check. 

Challenge of working over the internet 
The sessions are not always straightforward… 
 

Marie: I’ll just connect with your computer now… 
Can you see the google page? 

Dan: No 

Marie: Sorry the computers are being a real pest at the moment. Let me try something 
else… 
Are you there? 
We’ve been disconnected. If you log in again we’ll try and help you then. Sorry. 

 
Clearly, given demand this year, an online service such as AnyQuestions.co.nz has a part to 
play – students are obviously very keen to interact one-on-one online. This can be frustrating 
for all concerned at times, given the range of technology issues that can arise in the internet 
environment.  
 
Co-browsing does not always launch successfully, leaving the operator no option but to push 
pages to the patron and put more emphasis on describing what they are doing using the chat. 
Transactions over dialup lines can also be slow and laborious at certain times of the day. This 
looks set to continue for some time to come given the low take-up of broadband in New 
Zealand homes.  
 
It takes a few moments to settle into each transaction, with both operator and patron taking 
account of the time lag for chat messages and sites to load. Initially, chat messages can 
cross over and cause confusion for the patron, but this usually sorts itself out very quickly.  
It also takes a while for first time patrons to really understand that the operator is in fact a 
person, not a search engine. 
 
Operators feel increased pressure of students’ expectations of full and immediate access to 
the right information, given the online medium. Operators also have very high expectations of 
themselves and their ability to give great customer service.  
 
The reference interview is harder, with no body language or tone of voice cues. Operators 
have to get to the centre of the information request as deftly and unthreateningly as possible, 
before the patron loses interest and leaves. 
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Ability to foster information literacy skills 
I want to know about ejpytion mummies. I’ve tried www.ejpytionmummies.com but can’t find 
anything 
 
Frequently students have not interpreted their question at all when they come online. As in a 
face to face transaction, operators feel that unpacking the question with the student is the 
most essential aspect of a successful session. For this, operators have to hone their 
questioning skills to be very succinct.   
 
Frequently students have already tried a Google search before entering the service. It’s 
always useful for operators to find out where the student has already looked and what they 
found. Often what is required is guidance on choosing effective search terms and evaluating 
the results of that search.  
 
Sometimes, the type of question does not lend itself to an internet search; in these instances, 
the operator’s skill at helping the student develop a strategy for solving their problem is 
critical. 
How has Maori culture affected modern New Zealand? 
Why do we have wars? 
 
Operators feel that they’re racing against the clock to get the most helpful messages across 
quickly. At very busy times, they can put the emphasis on keywords and search terms without 
necessarily finding the answer with the student. In these instances they invite the student to 
come back if they need more help.  
 
While we advocate the use of quality online databases where appropriate, we also coach 
students through a good Google (or other search engine or directory) search, if this is the 
most appropriate search for their needs. This approach supports the information literacy 
approaches the students will be learning in schools.  
 

Cat: How does this look?  

Bec: good, but what does defined doctrines and adopted policies mean in simple form?  

Cat: Let me show you something really smart with google that helps you understand 
words  

Bec: ok  

Cat: If there is a word you don©t understand type the word "DEFINE" then the word. Let 
me show you 

Bec: ok 

Cat: Then search and bingo you get these web  definitions  

Cool eh?  

Bec: cool! 

Cat: I use it all the time  

Bec: I will too now J  You should get a pay raise 

Availability of appropriate materials online 
In most sessions operators are able to help students find some information online. Where the 
operator knows of more useful information in a printed resource, the operator will refer the 
student to their school library or their public library. If co-browsing is working during that 
transaction, operators can also guide students through a search of their own public library 
online catalogue to help them find the resources that way. 
 
Resources like Te Ara and the BBC site are proving invaluable to the service. However, 
we’ve found that the best information is not necessarily available on the internet at the 
appropriate level for the student asking the question. This information often needs 
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moderating, especially in science and maths areas. Operators have limited time to do this, 
and will often suggest they follow up with a parent or their teacher. 
 
As part of the transaction, operators will also talk students through the reasons a site can be 
considered authoritative. 

Changing the way we do things  
We’ve already touched on how the reference interview changes in an online environment – 
probably the key difference between the online environment and an over the counter session 
is the need to be succinct and quick in chat interaction with the students. Giving the patron 
options often is more successful than asking more direct questions. 
 
Some of our operators are extremely comfortable in the chat environment and this confidence 
and ease is readily reflected in the quick rapport established with the students. Generally 
we’ve found that students are very appreciative and grateful for the support from our 
operators. They like to think they are being independent, and an online service supports this 
expectation.  
 
As can be expected, if technical problems plague a session the level of frustration a patron 
experiences can increase and behaviour can become more demanding. This is obvious when 
the patron pushes enter repeatedly or enters their chat in CAPS! 
 
Sometimes patrons will ask things they would not ask in a face-to-face situation. Personal 
questions such as:’are you a boy or a girl’ or ‘what’s your real name’ are not uncommon, as 
most of our operators have taken on androgynous chat names. We suspect this is a 
consequence of impatience at the slowness of the chat and co-browsing at times.  
 
Operators are agreed that if they are honest and direct, they generally engender a good 
response from students. There’s no shame in alerting the patron to the fact that their 
particular search might be difficult, and you need them to work with you to find the information 
they need. It’s also important to keep up a constant narrative in the chat field, so the patron 
knows what’s going on and doesn’t get lost. 
 
We anticipated that txt language could cause challenges as many patrons inter-mingle txt 
language freely in their transactions. Fortunately our operators very quickly adjusted to this 
and are now very comfortable interpreting txt transactions.  
 
Operators agree that while the patron’s anonymity can lead to some lapses in behaviour, it 
does suit teenagers using the service. Operators’ perceive that teenage patrons are likely to 
ask and answer more questions on this service than they would in a physical situation.   
 
Operator Quote about the experience: 
“Thinking of the best resource and searching for it at speed while typing fast enough to hold 
up your end of a chat conversation (sometimes while juggling a queue, technical difficulties 
and a pop-up conversation with another online operator) has been quite a challenge!” 
 

Patron Quote about the experience: 

“Any Questions is defintly better than asking Parents. They normaly tell me to figure it out 
myself.”  
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Appendix 1: Background and Results  
AnyQuestions.co.nz is a collaborative venture of Christchurch City Libraries, Wellington City 
Libraries, Auckland City Libraries, Manukau Libraries, National Library of New Zealand Te 
Puna M� tauranga o Aotearoa, The Ministry of Education, School Library Association of New 
Zealand Aotearoa, The Correspondence School and Horowhenua Library Trust. It offers all 
New Zealand school children their own free online expert who will guide them through the 
millions of Internet pages to locate quality information.  
 
The service connects trained reference librarians (or operators) one-to-one with school 
students, using real time synchronous chat, to help them locate online information specific to 
their needs. It is a free web-based virtual reference service for all New Zealand school 
students, available Monday to Friday between 1pm and 6pm in English, and 1pm and 2pm in 
te reo M� ori. 
 
AnyQuestions.co.nz uses interactive Docutek VRLplus software customised for New Zealand 
use. The software has two main components: a chat frame and a co-browse window. The 
chat screen allows the librarian to discuss the question and search strategies with the student 
while the co-browse engine allows both librarian and student to visit appropriate sites 
together in real time. Librarian and student can take turns to lead; a form filling function 
allows each to see what the other is typing into the search fields, and the librarian can also 
point out results on the patron’s browser window with an interactive arrow. 

Background: 
The Internet is changing the way New Zealand school children are searching for information, 
but are they doing this effectively? Are our libraries supporting these customers? 
 
In February 2004 the joint venture partners began a feasibility study into offering an online 
librarian service to all New Zealand school children to assist in their search for quality 
electronic information.  
 
This study found that both urban and rural school students and those from a range of cultural 
backgrounds and deciles said they use the Internet widely for research. 
 
Students said they access the Internet from school, home and their public library. They use 
the Internet as a first resort, value its convenience, speed and accessibility, but they find 
sorting through the huge volume of retrieved material frustrating. 
 
Students told us they mostly search the Internet alone, while still often under the control of 
their parents or school. They rely heavily on their friends for help and finding good sites. 
Above all, they like to be able to find information for themselves. 
 
Students multi-task, such as giving friends homework help on MSN, while listening to music, 
while sending and receiving text messages and while doing their own Internet research.  
 
Parents, teachers and school library staff said they would find this service helpful for their 
children, as long as there were assurances about safety and service standards. 
 
The feasibility study resulted in a business plan for the pilot online service 
AnyQuestions.co.nz. This pilot service was launched at the start of Term 1 this year, and is 
scheduled to be completed in October 2005. The high uptake of the pilot service encouraged 
the collaborative partners to agree on a 2 year development plan for the service, including 
evaluation of the service against the partners’ outcomes. This evaluation is to be undertaken 
in 2005/6.  
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Capability development: 
Using a subtle approach to support the information literacy models being taught in schools, 
operators help students “unpack” their question, model good search techniques and take 
them to quality sites.  
 
This approach to supporting students’ research, rather than simply giving them the answer, is 
the central point of difference of AnyQuestions.co.nz. So far students have generally been 
polite and willing to work one-to-one with librarians in this way. Their comments tell us that 
they enjoy being part of the process. The service is transparent, accountable and safe as a 
result of a design requirement whereby transcripts are unable to be edited by either party to 
the transaction.  

Business to date: 
AnyQuestions.co.nz has been running at and above capacity many days since its launch. 

Since February this year:  

·  5,883 sessions have been held with New Zealand school students. Approximately 20% 
of these have experienced technical difficulties resulting in incomplete transactions. 

·  66% of sessions are between 6 and 20 minutes duration 

·  80% of students who responded to our satisfaction survey (which includes students 
who were not able to be served during that visit) have told us they would use the 
service again 

·  73% of students who responded to our satisfaction survey (including those not served 
this visit) have told us they would refer the service to a friend.  

·  The main age range of students using AnyQuestions.co.nz is the 9-13 age bracket 

·  Most students are willingly engaging in the supported search rather than quick answer 
approach 

·  After term 1 the most frequently reported request from survey respondents was for 
more librarians.  

·  The next most frequently reported response was that the service met the students’ 
needs at the time of the visit. 

·  The majority of our operators across the country report improved search skills, 
increased knowledge of internet-based resources and satisfaction and enjoyment from 
working with students using interactive chat 

·  Most students are accessing the service from school and home with 5 percent coming 
in from Public Libraries. 

·  Students from across the country have used the service.  
 
 

� “ U r great”  
Verbatim quote from exit survey 
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