Youth information seeking at the Children’s Library on Internet

My speech today will focus on children seeking information through the Children’s Library on Internet. We offer children different ways in their search for information and knowledge. That children are frequent users of Internet we all know. But we know very little of the process, how they actually do and how they understand what they find. You can find a lot written about children and information seeking through a school-perspective but almost nothing about children seeking information of their own interests. In a good teaching situation this could merge.

In Sweden we have only one study about children and information-seeking at public libraries – a masters degree by Lena Lundgren:  Public libraries and children's search for knowledge. A study of the reference service in two children's libraries) from 1997. And it doesn’t include web search.

First some statistics about Internet-use among children.

NORDICOM: Access to Internet at home among children and young people in Sweden 
age 9-14 = 81% 

age 15-19 = 88% 

Using the Internet a average day 

Boys age 9-17 38% 

Girls age 9-17 32% 

Parents 42%

SAFT = Safety Awareness, Facts and Tools, 2003: 
Access to a computer at home? Age 9-16. 

95% 

Own computer 36 %

Norge 38 %

Sverige 33 %

Danmark 50 %

Island 32 %

Access to Internet at home.

Filter: Having computer at home.

81 %

Sverige 87 %

Island 85 %

Danmark 77 %

Norge 73 %

The Children’s Library is a totally virtual library (we only have a small office situated in the City Library of Borås, Sweden) started in 1996 as an educational project within the County Library of Västra Götaland.  The idea was to collect web sites suitable for children age 6 to 12 and by creating a portal show children the good resources specially designed for them. But also to explore in what way libraries could contribute and create content at the Internet. The target-group was then and still is in the first place children but also children’s librarians, school-librarians, parents and teachers will find useful information. Children’s librarians have their own section on the children’s library with news, links and suitable resources. 

With the help from young visitors the children’s library has grown big and become a national resource for children, libraries, schools (in Sweden and abroad). We have many visitors from Finland.

The website is today financed by The Swedish National Council for Cultural Affairs with contribution from the Regional Library of Västra Götaland. The Regional Library is the administrator of the website. We have funding covering one editor (that’s me) and 1 part-time audio/video producer. We have to apply for money each year but discussions about a permanent funding is ongoing. We hope it will be solved within this year. Nothing is for sure but of course I hope the website will survive. The website is now well know and involved in many different projects.  

Our commission is to encourage children’s reading in different ways and help children to find suitable information. 
Some statistics:

The Children’s Library had 2005 1 355 000 page views and a total of 274 634 visitors. How to present statistics is always under discussion but I have chosen to use page views and total visitors since the visitors often are sitting in front of public and school computers with one IP-address all day long. So behind 1 unique visitor could hide 2, 3, 4, 5 visitors.

Of course our figures are way beyond those of Lunarstorm – the most popular community site in Sweden. 

The increasing amount of visitors - or should I say users – of course increases the demands on the website. Children wish more fun stuff to do, more games and contests, new information of books and authors and quicker updates on book reviews. 

The target age group was from the beginning age 6 to 12. My focus is children – as children – not as students. The website therefore is not build for schools but it has shown that schools nevertheless can have good use of it. Teachers often show children the site and encourage them to use it. In fact, teachers sees the children’s library as a useful resource, in contrast to children’s librarians who, sadly, in one enquiry stated that the web site don’t appeal to children and they could not find use of it! Hum, what about the 1.4 million page views! Luckily I have evidence that libraries also use and appreciate the web site.

Since the start I have broadened the target age group both up and down and do not state age at all. At approximately 15 our visitors finds us to childish and stops accessing the web site. 

The website is developed through wishes from children, through ideas of my own and my colleague and in some cases through ideas from children’s librarians interested in finding new ways of reaching children. One of the fundamental ideas with the Children’s Library is to be a service for libraries. It would be a waste of time if every librarian made the same work with writing book reviews and news about books, collect suitable links and develop reading promoting games and contests.  Better then, for them, to focus on local material and developing the catalogues. Libraries and school have The Children’s Library as there starting page or link to us. The Children’s Library has all you need!

Having children as your target group demands carefulness in writing and linking. The texts and links must be understandable for children. The possibility for a 6 year old or a 14 year old in understanding a website of course differs. So I have a 9 year old in my mind while exploring a website to be linked.

There are still websites with frames that not allow you to link to a specific page (and Flash-based pages are a nightmare ;-) ). Such sites, however good they are, are useless for children since it´s to complicated to access the information searched for.

I very often have to rewrite my texts so that they will be easy to read and understand. Also has the way you address to be appropriate for the age. That is, which words you use. Having a hint of new words and meanings among children is essential. 

So, what do you find at the Children’s Library?

Läs = Read
A huge amount of book reviews. Written by children, by myself and by other librarians. Children send in there own book reviews in several ways. We have book reviews on sign language produced together with students at schools for death children. I believe that’s unique.

Since 2003 we handle the interactive version of the catalogue of all books for children and young people published. Every year there is a new edition. The paper version is distributed to children via libraries and schools.

The national contest about best books of the year – Bokjuryn- is hosted at our website. We handle the information about the contest and the database for voting. App.  6 000 voted last year. But there were 37 000 voters totally. 31 000 children still votes on papers leaving them to librarians to count manually. Quite boring!

We also have information about authors, links, interviews and even presentations written exclusively for us.  The interviews are made by children at the Gothenburg Book Fair, recorded and publish as video files.

We also invite authors to our chat-sessions.

We link to homepages of characters from books. That’s more and more common that the author or publisher creates web pages about there books and characters. Sometimes the site is full of information and fun stuff to do. Perhaps you even can listen to the author reading his or her books.

We also offer electronic books together with the company E-lib. Even children in Finland can borrow. There was a wish from children at Åland to have this possibility – so we opened for Swedish-speaking Finnish children to become borrowers. 

Under Tävla we have contest, quests and games – all to promote reading or stimulate children’s own writing. 

Skriv=Write is were you go if you want to upload you own stories or poems, if you need help in your writing or if you wish to contact other children. We have a guest book, adds for Penn pals, a chat room and a book forum.

Kolla=Check out leads to links suitable for the target age about various subjects (society, history, countries, nature, fun sites…) also including authors, illustrators, publishers, book characters, links in other languages…

The Children’s Library is build for every child. That means synthetic speech, information on materials for children with disabilities, and book reviews in sign language and including children in many ways in the development of the site. 

As I said before – children’s librarians have their one section with news, a database with information on projects, links and other resources.

We also have a newsletter – one for grown-ups and one for children.

And we have a virtual reference desk - Fråga Barnens bibliotek.

Ways of getting in touch with us. 

Interction is a key word and there are several ways if you want help from the children’s Library
 - The virtual reference disk - fråga Barnens bibliotek (www.eref.se or the new name www.infosok.se) Ask the Children’s Library, a Web form and of course email. Through the form arrives every week a number of questions. These are often questions from adults concerning children’s literature.

I can also be reached through Skype, ICQ and MSN.  Among these services MSN is the far most used – by children. Adults use Skype. Girls who want help and information about how to get published very often contact me via MSN. There are also some examples of children asking questions to our virtual desk but for some reason wants the answer through MSN. I can take care of those questions if the answering librarian isn’t a user of MSN. It happens that the child is amazed and surprised getting an answer at MSN. I believe they never really thought anyone would get in touch and give them a response. One girl just laughed out loud when I told her that I am a 50-year-old librarian delivering her the list of books she had asked for.  She didn’t believe me! Or, has she listened to and accepted the adult propaganda never to rely on a chat contact. 

Fråga Barnens bibliotek. About the questions to the virtual desk.

I started this service in 2002 for the reason that I could see that children asked question to Ask the Library and the Multilingual ask the Library.  At that time you where not asked of your age and therefore the answer could be way over your head. The resources recommended were too difficult to use and understand. The Swedish National Agency for School Improvement provides a collection of links called ”Länkskafferiet”. It’s a very ambitious collection for schools but the links chosen are far too difficult for children in primary school. Better then to refer the child to the Children’s Library and our collection of links. But since most librarians working with the online reference desk were adult librarians they didn’t know about that resource. 

We have now a staff of 73 volunteers at 28 different libraries that answers questions and I hope we will be more so that we also can assist in chat-sessions. The cooperation with F Ask the Library and the Multilingual ask the Library are close and we transfer question to the must suitable desk. The Multilingual ask the Library also answers children with other mother tongue. They also take care of children in need of translations and young people looking for links in other languages. 

We just also started a co-operation with UR (The Swedish Educational Broadcasting Company). They will link to Ask the Children’s Library and we will support them with selected links and book presentations in connections to there program (Stjärnstopp and Krokodill - http://dev.ur.se/ur/start.php?s1=barnsidan) 

Together with ask the Library and the City Library of Örebro we examine the possibilities and technique in order to open a service in sign language.

With this Conference at hand I examined 556 questions asked to the virtual desk Fråga Barnens bibliotek. 

The questions by categories:

Questions about books and library matters

Questions about a specific book  79

Author (information, get in contact) 55

Book tips, asked by adults 48

Library (how to get a lending card – Why are the librarian always so surly) 41
Questions related to the web site The Children’s Library  36
Book tips, asked by children 19

Question about old book (mostly adults) 17

Research, adult (what boys age 10-12 likes to read, how a children’s department is built up) 10

Help with contests (cheats!) 8

Talking books /computer programs /e-books 7

About writing of ones own 7
Rhymes (mostly adults) 5
Reading promotion methods  (adults) 2
Total 334

Facts

Nature / animals 46

Countries 43
History 29
Your body 15 Note integrity

Technique / Chemistry 14

Society 13

Famous persons 10

Music 7

Film 5

”I wonder why..” 5

Link 5
Translations 4
Mathematics 4
Play instructions 2
others 30 

222 questions

What surprised me after adding up was the great amount of adults asking for booklists of various sorts. Teachers, students of pedagogy, parents…

They ask for books for reading load, fiction books about certain subject or theme, grandparents’ looking for suitable gifts or wishes an opinion about a book wished for.
This indicates that school libraries probably lacks adequate tools such as handbooks with fiction books listed by subject.

There where just 7 about writing. I had a feeling it were much more of them. Perhaps because questions about writing is the most common question when children contact me by email or MSN. Those questions are not included in this investigation.

As you can see the most common question is about books and the content of a specified book. Part in series, next part, how many titles, questions about characters… All this demands huge book knowledge.

It has also become more usual to ask for a good site instead of a book about a certain subject. 3 years ago children asked for a good book about, say, dogs. Now they ask for a good web site.

The questions about authors have decreased a bit, from 16 to 10 %. I hope that means that Bokmalin (see next further down) actually handles here task well. 

Examples:

If you travel in space with the same speed as light (or faster) and have a flashlight with you which is on. Would you se that it was lit then? Sanna, 10 year-old

Can you help me to find twelve questions and answers? Rebecca year-old

How do you know the weight of the earth? Pre-school class

Which books have Lemony Snicket written? 12 year-old

Is there a book two in the sweet valley saga? 10 year-old

You I have Michael Jackson’s phone number? 14 year-old (claims she ones knew MJ) 

Which are the conditions for poor people? 15 year-old.

Well-known building in färöarna.  

hallo. I just want to get my pimples off now! Help me.

School related questions

The amount of school related question has increased compared to the investigation we made 3 years ago. Perhaps Ask the Library took care of the school related questions before. Now when we co-operate children are led to ask the Children’s Library instead. 

Of the 556 examined questions 200 are defined as school related. I can’t really say if that is a correct figure since not all children tell the origin of the question. If the child not explicitly says it’s a school task you can often see it by the way the question is formed.

The ways of asking about school tasks differs from the way you ask when the question is related to your own interests. Questions like “Can you send me something about Paris?” or “Name me a well known building in Estonia” is hardly framed by a personal interest. The child does not know what to look for, where to look for it and also have difficulties in finding accurate keywords. I think you all struggles with this type of questions. We have a huge problem with school assignments not being narrowed or properly defined. 

Many researches verify that finding the accurate words for your search is not easy. And I agree. It’s not easy. Finding and using appropriate search vocabulary is of course related to language ability. Identifying potential keywords can be tuff even for us. If you have low or no information literacy how do you act?

The research about information seeking through School Libraries “Textflytt och sökslump” (“Moving text and the accidental search”) shows that children often start their search with Internet. Books were no option. If the children were instructed to search in books the librarian help them. But children searching the Internet very seldom got any instructions or help. Yet children looked upon information seeking as the same as seeking the Internet – even if they hadn’t the tools or ability.

In order to give good service we try to find ways involving school librarians and the Swedish National Agency for School Improvement. A School Librarian knows the curriculum and therefore are better suited to guide a pupil in his or her assignment.

The questions generates new pages and/or links

When going through the questions and answers I can find new links and identify new subjects for the collection of links at the Children’s Library.  I sometimes create book lists about current subjects. Or publishes book lists created by other librarians. This will hopefully make it easier to find information and make the Children’s Library to a better and more complete portal for children.

Perhaps Ask the Children’s Library is unique due to the strong connection to the web site. And that of course is the reason to the great amount of questions about activities and content of the Children’s Library. The fact that the web site is a starting page on many library and school computers could generate a lot of questions about local issues – but don’t. Perhaps children don’t make the connection between the shown web page on the computer and the library she or he is in. Despite several books written we still lack knowledge about children and their Internet behaviour. The results of research made 3-4 years ago are already out of date.
Bokmalin

We also have a virtual character connected to the children’s library. She´s not a librarian but a 13 year-old Book moth. (There is no such moth but book-moth in Swedish is a person very fond of reading – a bookworm)

Bokmalin was created as a way of handling certain kinds of question. I also wanted to explore other ways of answering questions and establishing a relation to our visitors. The answer or help to find the answer of many questions already existed at the Children’s Library but were for some reason not found. To identify the questions, Anna-Karin Josefsson, at The Swedish School of Library and Information Science in 2003 initiated a study of the questions asked to The Children’s Library. She studied 195 questions asked at a period of 3 months 2003.  On the basis of that study I “employed” and learned a virtual character to interact with children asking. Bokmalin is a so-called interactive agent not an artificial intelligence. Bokmalin is developed by Agent Interactive AB. 

The task of Bokmalin is to answer questions about where to find information about authors and tell more about the content of the web site. When asking, f.i. about an author, Bokmalin opens a suitable page automatically. In some cases she is instructed to open external pages. Then the most ideal action would be to let her move around the page and actually point at the information or the link but that’s a trick we havened the solution on, yet. If she is unable to answer she recommends that you ask a librarian instead or she offers the service to register ones email address and then get the answer through mail. The answer is delivered as soon as I have learned Bokmalin the correct answer. That could unfortunately take a while since my time to update Bokmalin is limited.

She is also connected to databases with book reviews and therefore she can give you information about fiction books on several subjects. She can also react on the question “Have you read “title”. The database contains book reviews from 2003 and forward and is constantly updated with new books. 

Still, it’s her ability to small talk children finds amusing. Questions about favourite books, film, music. Comments on her look and questions about her family and school. That sort of interaction makes her almost appear human to children. But there is of course a limit to what I am capable of learning her. And a limit to what is reasonable to let her be able to do.

Children have no patience when Bokmalin doesn’t understand – that’s completely natural. Some children also have trouble understanding that she actually is a database with limitations and not a real person. Children have asked Bokmalin to leave the Children’s Library and pass over to MSN so they can se her in the web cam or meet in real life. If they ask for her MSN she gives them my MSN-address.

Although it’s nice that Bokmalin is popular it makes me a little sad to find children referring to her as their best friend. The system is making a good work but I really wish that child a real living friend!   

During this half a year Bokmalin have answered 16 410 questions in 3 565 sessions. 110 of these sessions resulted in a email sent with the answer. The most frequent questions are about Bokmalin herself, thereafter content on the Children’s Library and questions about books. 

Is there a difference between providing virtual information to children compared to adults?

Answering a child demands specific skills.

1. You have to adapt your answer to the child’s presumed level of knowledge. For this knowledge about children and their possibility to understand are required. The answer must be adapted to the age of the child. Your choice of links and books also. If you copy a text from an encyclopaedia you have to rewrite the text and make it easier to understand.


2. Consider how to answer. A child’s wonder about things can not always be answered straight of. F.i how do you explain why the sky is blue for a 5 year old? Sometimes a fairy tale or story is better than actually explaining.

Or:
Where are the birds all night?

Why do you have to get allergic to you favourite pet?

What happens with the poo-poo?

3. An open mind (fantasy) is required to understand the question due to miss-spelling or a indistinct sentence.

Balfiryrer (should be Balfrisyrer = Hairstyles for a ball, Joan Gardon (Måns Gahrton and Johan Unenge)
4. The child is probably depending on an adult to get to a library to lend the books you recommend. Will they? Has the library the books you recommend? If not, is the child capable of asking for another?


5. Few web sites adapt their language to children or addresses children. Before recommending a web site you have to check by yourself if the web site is suitable to a child that age. You perhaps need to look for web sites with more pictures than text.


6. Children are impatient. 
Writes often ANSWER!!! URGENT!! NEEDS ANSWER NOW!!!
I imagine adult patrons also wants the answer quickly – preferable yesterday – but they are taught not to demand it. These demands can be stressful. Or, as I have experienced, they don’t remember having asked a question!


7. Children are testing – but we still have to take the question seriously – if possible. Even if the question is unserious we try to give an answer. Surprise them! Show that we are here for you and see you and your needs of help and guidance! Even if you just test the boundaries you are entitled to a reaction – it could be just an email with a greeting. It’s not only respecting the child but also to teach that you are visible on the Internet even if you don’t see or interact with another person. You leave traces wherever you go.
8. Children don’t always understand the structure and roles of Internet. They often have trouble finding the accurate information even if they find a suitable web page. Browsing a page is boring and if your reading abilities are pore you are even less likely to find what you are looking for. Finding information “hidden” deep down in a web site is hard. Few children (and adults to) know about tools like “Find in page”.

9. Children have little awareness of information reliability. We have to guide the child through the jungle of information by selecting links and explain our choices. 46% of the Swedish boys in the SAFT study (http://www.saftonline.org/) believed that nearly everything in the Internet is true!


10. Sensitive matters. Family quarrelling must be handled with care.  And we also need to co-operate with Barnombudsmannen and BRIS, a volunteer organization were children with problems can phone and talk to an adult.
”I’m a 11 year-old girl. I have a problem. In my family we fight all the time. I fell so badly about this. My brothers and sisters are quarrelling almost all the time and mess around a great deal: Please, what am I to do?”


11. Giving the answer or not?
This is of course an ongoing discussion. I recommend that children under the age of 8 always shall be given the answer possibly with the link were you found the information. Children older that that can be guided to a web page or a book. But we always have to have in mind both point 4 and 8 above.
This is a comment sent by Markus 13:
”Why do you only give a lot of homepages as answer? It’s poor of you. You should give real answer with facts if possible! So you are in fact poor, if I’m not mistaken. Good bye and be well, I hope, cause you are poor.”

I could give you examples of good answers and of horrible but a study on how we answer is still to be done. We have a lot to learn about the questions of children and ways of answering them.
To provide a keyword and the instruction to “google” and click on the first hit is an easy way to close a question (yes, this is an example of an answer given!). But for the child the search is likely to fail. That child will perhaps never use our services again.
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