Response to EAR Committee

February 6, 2004

To the members of CSU / SEIR / EAR Committee: 

Thank you very much for the time and effort you invested in reviewing our service.  We were all impressed at the rigorous and structured way that you approached the review, and your individual comments include a lot of extremely valuable feedback.

We were particularly pleased that the high score that Classical Music Library received reflected our shared excitement at the potential for this new service.  Classical Music Library was only launched at ALA Midwinter in January 2003 and, as with all groundbreaking services, was presented to a market that didn’t expect to be offered an online music service.  To have received such extremely positive support on the anniversary of our launch supports our belief that the future of music in libraries lies with services like Classical Music Library.

One issue raised by the Committee was the concern that the service needed extra functionality to make it more relevant for educational users.  This is an area that we have been working on for a while and I’m excited to announce that by early March we will have added 2 educational tools:

1. Static URLs – each recorded work will have a button to generate a static URL that can be used to link to that recording.  These URLs can be used by instructors to link directly from course materials to relevant recordings on Classical Music Library.  We are also working on static URLs for individual movements within a recording and other useful sets, such as all the recordings of a specific work.
2. Browsing Composer Works – users will be able to browse all the works of a composer (in addition to the individual recordings), choosing whether to list the works alphabetically, by genre or by year of composition.
We are also working on several more valuable educational developments that will be available later in the Summer, including:

3. ‘Course Folders’ feature – this will allow specified users to create playlists in folders that can then be shared publicly. These public playlists will be ‘read-only’ so that the instructor can maintain full editorial control.  The playlist folders and their playlists / tracks will also have static URLs.  In the future, these course playlists will integrate with 3rd party tools such as WebCT and Blackboard.

4. Ability to restrict searches to complete works only (vs excerpts)

5. Sort options when browsing results e.g. by 0-9a-zA-Z alphabetic, 0-9a-zA-Z alphabetic with leading articles removed (for instance numbers, ‘the’, ‘a’ and ‘an’), by composition date, by opus/work number and possibly some others. In the more distant future it will also be possible to show these groupings more clearly, such as having sub-headings when sorting by ‘year composed’ (currently the default is by relevance).

Another issue raised was the limitations in the breadth and depth of the content we have licensed.  Our main limitation is simply the speed at which the music industry responds to new opportunities like this!  We are constantly licensing more music and are already up to 19,000 recordings (up from 12,000 when reviewed), with a target of 50,000 by the end of the year.  We are confident that our ongoing discussions with the major labels will enable us to make a significant announcement about new recordings very soon.  This will greatly increase the range of recordings we can offer, including some of the most renowned artists and recordings available.

In response to some of the more specific comments made by your members:

· Our biographies are created for the general user as introductory texts and come from several sources; where no source is indicated, the text is written by our content editors (the musicians who enter our catalogue into our database) and some come directly from the liner notes of the recordings we license (with minor additions).  In the future, we will enable users to view the liner notes from each CD from which a recording was taken so that they can compare anecdotes and biographies form multiple recordings of the same work.  Our approach for more scholarly users is to link intelligently to the currently available sources that their library probably already subscribes to.  For example, a library that has subscribed to both Wilson and CML can link from our composers and performers to relevant biographies on Wilson.  We will add more links as the discussions with the relevant information providers are finalized.

· We will add a button soon to enable users to view the authority data for a composition, recording and composer.  This will include the catalogue number of the CD from which the recording was taken.

· Our simple search currently defaults to a Boolean ‘OR’ because our experience to date shows that it is mostly used by less knowledgeable users and analysis of our search statistics shows that they are more likely to get a result this way.  This is because they have a greater tendency to enter inaccurate search terms, which result in an empty set using Boolean ‘AND’.  In comparison, our advanced search defaults to Boolean ‘AND’ as we assume the users are more accurate in their search terms.  Search results always show Exact Matches first and so Partial Matches (which only result from a Boolean ‘OR’ search) can easily be ignored when running a simple search.   However, as usage of our search changes and our technology advances, we will continue to review the default settings.  In particular, we will be releasing functionality to allow libraries to select defaults for their individual services.

· We are investigating ways to offer context-sensitive Help links.  However, in tests we have found that it can confuse users; hitting a generic ‘help’ button to be plunged too deeply into the help system, without knowing how they got there. We are looking into using popups to give contextual help without navigating away from the page the user is interested in.

· Thanks for pointing out the error with Durufle's Requiem.  Occasionally we find errors in our encoding process, which are rare but sadly unavoidable. Whilst we try to listen to all our encoded files, this is a nearly impossible task and so we occasionally upload a faulty file.  As soon as we know about an error, we can create a corrected version of the file and upload it quickly, which has happened in this case.

I want to thank you all again for spending so much time using our service, and am glad that so many of you find it an enjoyable experience as well.  We look forward to working with you to make these recordings available across all CSU campuses!

Best regards,
Tim 

Tim Lloyd
CEO
tim@classical.com

