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The mission of Storyplace: The Children’s Digital Library (http://www.storyplace.org/) is to provide both children and parents with a virtual library story-time experience from the comfort of their homes. Storyplace also creates an interactive space for parents and children to perform a variety of theme-based activities together: they can play games or solve puzzles in addition to interacting with stories. At present, Storyplace offers both a preschool library and an elementary library. Preschool library themes include trains, fish, gorillas, firefighters and bath time. Each respective theme hosts an online story, an online activity, a take home activity, suggested reading lists, and a parent’s activity. The elementary library hosts several age-appropriate themes including dinosaurs, mammals, sports, and riddles. Like their preschool library, each theme hosts related activities and a reading list. One online story that I viewed from the elementary library contained several prompts for users to assign names to players making it truly interactive whereas the online preschool library story did not require typing or any other true human-computer interaction. 

Like Storyplace, Children’s Books Online: the Rosetta Project (http://www.childrensbooksonline.org/index.htm) (CBO) was created to provide a place for parents and children to share the joys of reading together. However, CBO is unique in that it contains “the largest collection of illustrated antique books on line…we think.”  The site was begun by one man and his library collection and continues to operate as a volunteer-driven organization. The intended audience is for children of all ages as well as their parents; however, it appears to be best suited for independent readers i.e. those children who are already reading on their own. Since the collection contains thousands of antique children’s books, it targets a thoughtful and reflective populace willing to interact with literature without the assistance of overt technologies such as Flash or RealPlayer. Despite the breadth and delight of CBO’s collection, it seems less likely that parents of infants or toddlers would opt to read stories aloud from a website rather than create a more tactile learning experience for their child. By this logic, although it does not appear to directly target preschool and elementary-age children, it seems likely that CBO would also be better-suited to those aged 4 and up.  Despite the lack of a dedicated About page, I have gleaned from the site’s contents that it is a labor of love with the ultimate goal of both preserving and making available antique and rare books in digitized form.
Layout:
At first glance, the homepage for CBO appears clean and uncluttered with a dynamic animated image in the top left corner beside links to new titles. However, as you page down it appears more cluttered intellectually as it hosts a lot of information about the site such as a short paragraph outlining its history, a call for translators, a link to the library itself, a survey, a mailing list, the museum store, a donation link, and opportunities to download interactive media books. It also requires a long scroll to reach the bottom of the page. 

Storyplace’s homepage is visually arresting. While viewing the site on my home computer, my 3.5-year-old son ran over with interest after spying it from across the room.  It is clean, uncluttered and invites immediate entry. 

The search page for CBO is difficult to access in that you must first enter the library, scroll to the bottom of the index page - which is so nostalgically delightful that it invites prolonged interest in its images, not to mention its content - and then locate it from a line of crowded links.  The search page itself appears clean and simple to use.  I also had difficulties in accessing Storyplace’s search page. There are selected reading lists in both the preschool and elementary libraries from which the user can choose interactive, animated stories. However, there is not a dedicated search engine on Storyplace’s site. The user must access Book Hive: its sister site and home of the Public Library of Charlotte and Mecklenburg County. Once the user finally figures this out, Book Hive’s search page is visually appealing and is fairly easy to use. 

Both Book Hive and CBO’s results pages are clean and user friendly. Individual record pages for CBO’s collection are gorgeous. They are clean, uncluttered, easy to use, and allow a reader to immerse themselves in the text and illustrations. Book Hive’s individual record pages host book reviews of the selected title. There are also options for locating desired titles in the dedicated catalog of PLCMC. It is also easily navigable and appears uncluttered. 

Ease of use:
Both CBO and Book Hive offer simple search processes. Names do not need to be inverted for either site. To access search results pages for both sites only required one step. It was easy to limit searches for both sites as well. 

Functionality:  

Results for Book Hive are ordered alphabetically. It is difficult to discern how results are ordered for CBO. They are not ordered by date or alphabet, and do not appear to be ordered by relevance either. For example, a search for Mother Goose rendered nine results of varying dates, titles and authors, all containing Mother Goose somewhere in the title and all seeming to be of equal relevance to the search term. There are no methods for limiting the results on the results page for either CBO or Book Hive. 

Terminology:
Both CBO and Book Hive can be readily understood by parents; however, elementary age children may struggle with navigating Book Hive’s advanced search options. There are advanced options for both sites. Neither site appears to have understandable keyword searches. It took me several tries to find a search term findable by both sites. A first search on both Book Hive and CBO for Madeline L’Engle received zero results. A second search for New York on Book Hive received three results while it received zero results on CBO. Also not found on CBO was Roald Dahl likely due to the antique nature of the collection. Finally, I hit with Mother Goose as a search term, receiving four results for Book Hive and nine for CBO. 

Feedback and/or Help:
Help options do not appear on either Book Hive or CBO’s search results pages. Options for both results pages consist of backspacing to the site’s previous page in order to perform a new search. Neither catalog appears to guide the user step by step through a search.  

Conclusion:
For purposes of this assignment, I would have to conclude that neither CBO nor Storyplace is easily usable by its intended audience: children. They both seem best suited as a parent-led activity, and in that regard is fairly simple to navigate by the typical user. 

One of my favorite features of Storyplace is their homepage; it automatically drew me in with its clean style, calming blue sky, and familiar imagery. I also liked how easily navigable both its preschool and elementary libraries are. I appreciated the theme-based stories and activities but was disappointed by the lack of a search engine. This appears to be its major flaw. One must page through the themes to select options. I also disliked the crowded nature of Storyplace’s about page. It appears to be simple to use in that links are provided at intervals down the length of the page to prevent the need for scrolling to the bottom, but the font style and text size overwhelm the page. 

My favorite feature of CBO is their amazing collection! The act of reading such handsome literature on a computer screen does not appeal to me in theory, but their table of contents as well as their individual record pages invite even purists like myself to peruse and enjoy its contents. It almost lets you forget you are reading such gorgeous volumes on a computer screen. One feature that I especially disliked about CBO is the crowded nature of their homepage. It seems they could improve this by creating several short pages in place of a long scroll. I would also like to see them improve access to their collection by more prominently displaying the link to the library. While searching, I sensed this to be a barrier to their collection. It seems that the design and user interface need to be more heavily focused on their collection. This appears to be one of their major flaws, but is also easily remedied with a few simple clicks. 

I think that both CBO and Storyplace have the potential to function as learning tools and could be assets to librarians in either public or school libraries. I do not think that they would prove as useful in an academic library setting. 
