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Abstract

The purpose was to survey vocabulary readability
of Simorgh (SIM) and Pars Azerakhsh (PAZ) OPACs
in two university libraries of Iran. The population
included undergraduate and post graduate (except
PhD.) students in Ferdowsi (to examine the SIM OPAC)
and Shiraz (to examine the PAZ OPAC) universities.
Data gathered by a questionnaire from 380 persons of
whom 275 (145 of 200 from Ferdowsi and 130 of 180
from Shiraz Universities) returned the questionnaire.
Findings showed understanding rate of interface
vocabulary was %35.1 for SIM OPAC and %33.9 for
PAZ one. Any significant difference was not observed
in readability of interface vocabulary between various
degree students. Understanding rate of vocabulary
used in SIM OPAC interface did not show any
significant difference with the same rate in PAZ OPAC.
In SIM OPAC and PAZ, a significant difference was
observed between vocabulary readability of first page
and other pages (for other pages). The impact of users’
experience in SIM and PAZ OPACs on their
understanding rate of interface vocabulary did not
show any significant difference among correct answers
obtained from students of different school years. The
impact of study areas (humanities, basic sciences and
engineering) on vocabulary readability of SIM and
PAZ OPACs was examined and results showed a
significant difference between means gained from
respondents' scores of the three areas in Ferdowsi
University (SIM OPAC). In Shiraz University, that
impact was not significant.

Research limitations/Implications- This study was
limited to a certain population in two Iranian
universities that cannot be easily considered as an
representative of the heterogeneous population of
academic environments. In addition, the data collected
was based on a researcher made questionnaire rather
than a standardized one.

Originality/value- Most studies in this area are
dealing with user satisfaction and emphasize on how
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much OPAC interfaces satisfy users. However, this
paper addresses an aspect of them that has received
little attention up to now. The paper explores users'
comprehension of OPAC vocabulary, and the elements
that affect it.

1. Introduction

The evolution of library catalog from traditional
card catalog to Online Public Access Catalog (OPAC)
requires special interaction between human and
computer. In this interaction, on the one hand, there is
a user who does a simple search to find a given
document or book. On the other hand, s/he has a vague
need and tries to fulfill it in the OPAC. In the process
of interaction, that need must be clarified and evaluated
which makes the process more complex. The user
prospects to find a reply or a document which may
contain some information to his or her need. The
OPAC finds one or more documents which are stored
in the database. These may be relevant or irrelevant to
that need. These differences may defect the
communication and interaction and have some
negative effects for the user. It is necessary, therefore,
to understand the interface as clear and easy as
possible.

Lack of understanding the interface or the difficulty
of its understanding may be considered from various
aspects. One of the important aspects of the interface
not already investigated enough is linguistic one: i.e.
the considerable language factors and components in
the interface and their roles in understanding the
environment better. Kukulska-Hulme points that words
in the screen may impede communication, and users
who use the documentary files usually do not come to
the convenient result. In addition, the users often do
not use the help files, as the language used in them
may not be understandable (1999, p.3).

OPACs have emerged since 1980s and have
developed fast. The issue of their interfaces was soon
represented as a new research area, especially in the
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USA, the UK and Canada. This research area is now
receiving a great significance in most countries
including Iran. In the following, a selective and
analytical literature review is presented.

The OPAC:s are investigated in a variety of aspects.
Various studies are undertaken using QUIS. All these
investigations also have surveyed the vocabulary used
in the OPAC:s interface or other databases in part. Chin
and others (1988), Fox and others (1993), Notess and
Swan (2003), Sittig et al. (1999), Slaughter et al.
(1995), Tomasek and others (1998) among others, can
be cited.

Mathews (1984) investigated the problem of
vocabulary selection in the screen as part of OPACs
interface and concluded that selecting terms used for
the screen tags were as complex as selecting the
convenient format selection. He claimed that the tags
used for bibliographical display had generally a
meaning beyond the current meaning of this term. For
example, title has broader meaning compared to the
document title, as the users can observe title area,
physical description, as well as imprint under the name
of this tag.

Before computer terms and Internet Jargon became
widespread, Naismith and Stein (1989) conducted a
research on the students' comprehension level of
technical language used by librarians. They found that
more than 50% of the students did not know what
"search expression" meant. One third of them could not
even define an OPAC. 65% of the participants did not
know what "citation" meant. In general, there was
communication problem between the librarians and the
patrons.

Using a method similar to Naismith and Stein's
research, Chaudhry and Choo (2001) investigated
users' comprehension of technical language used by
librarians in reference interviews. The results were
more positive than Naismith and Stein's and were
indicating that librarians had to provide technical terms
regarding readers' needs, use less jargon and make sure
that the readers have the same understanding of the
terms used in the reference as themselves. Kalin
(1991), Spivey (2000), Klein (2001), and Hutcherson
(2004), among others, have conducted some studies to
find out the impact of jargon on users' comprehension.

Using QUIS, Zerehsaz (2005) investigated students'
satisfaction degree of SIM and found out that their
overall satisfaction was about 50%. In part of his
research, he investigated users' comprehension of the
vocabulary used in the SIM interface. The results
showed that 48.3% of respondents did not understand
some words and expressions used in the interface.

The above mentioned studies reviewed mostly
issues of designing or kind of interface design and
contained guidelines for designing OPAC interface.
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None of these studies have been directly investigated
the role of language and linguistic elements in OPACs'
interfaces. The present study, therefore, aims to meet
this goal.

In general, the interface plays an important role in
communicating between the users and the system. In
the interface, the language role in a convenient
communication between the two  mentioned
components is irrefutable. In our country where there
are only a few OPAC softwares, it is very important
for the users know how to access library resources
through them. Since language is one of the main
factors to communicate in these environments, its role
on communication requires further investigation.. The
main purpose of this research was to find out the
vocabulary readability of Simorgh (SIM) and Pars
Azerakhsh (PAZ) OPACs in the Iranian university
libraries and the factors affecting it. In order to achieve
this goal, some objectives are considered such as to
survey readability of each software separately, the
students' degree of study, experience and study area on
the understandability of the mentioned softwares.

Since most Iranian university libraries use those two
softwares, it is not clear whether they have good
interfaces from the vocabulary point of view, the users
easily understand them, or there are any differences
between the vocabulary used in their various pages
regarding simplicity and readability. This research
aimed at finding some answers to these questions.

1.1. Hypotheses

1. There is a significant difference between the
users' degree of understanding the interface vocabulary
of Persian library softwares and the degree of desired
understanding (%50 point).

2. There is a significant difference between the
students with different educational level with regard to
understanding the interface vocabulary of Persian
library softwares.

3. There is a significant difference between the
users' degree of understanding with regard to the
interface vocabulary of SIM and PAZ Persian
softwares.

4. There is a significant difference between the
users' degree of understanding with regard to the first
page interface vocabulary of Persian softwares and the
following pages.

1.2. Questions

1. How much does the students' experience with the
OPAC:s affect the interface vocabulary understanding?



2. How much does the students' study area affect the
understanding of the OPACs interface vocabulary?

2. Methodology

2.1. The Participants

This study was initiated to examine the degree of
users' comprehension of the interface vocabulary in
SIM and PAZ library softwares. The participants were
the students of undergraduate and post-graduate (only
master) degrees as SIM and PAZ users in Ferdowsi
and Shiraz Universities. Data gathered by a
questionnaire from 380 persons of whom 275 (145 of
200 from Ferdowsi and 130 of 180 from Shiraz
Universities) returned the questionnaire. The response
rate was %72.4. The sampling was done by simple
(proportional) stratified method. The participants were
chosen from various fields of study.

2.2. Procedure

This survey had a quantified approach to the topic.
The data were collected by a researcher-made
questionnaire. The participants were required to fill out
a questionnaire involving 3 parts: part one
(demographic information), part 2 (main questions),
and part 3 (including vocabulary suggestions for the
OPAC:s interfaces).

In the part 2, the respondents were asked multi-
choice questions on their comprehension of the words
and expressions used in the interface search and
display pages. To facilitate answering, the related
interface pages were printed out to help the
respondents. These questions were designed to answer
the hypotheses as well as research questions.

In the third part, some general concepts used in the
two OPACs were offered and they were required to
select the best alternative among the three or to write
down a desired one. This part was mainly designed to
provide designers with convenient words or
expressions which might be included in the OPACs
and were offered by the users.

To answer research question 1, the users' experience
is measured by the respondents’ educational years of
study (Freshman & Sophomore, Junior, Senior, and
postgraduate).

As the freshmen number was few, they were
considered with the sophomores as one group as well
as the master students were considered as an
independent group.

3. Findings
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To test the first hypothesis, all the words and
expressions used in the various search and display
pages of the SIM including 30 ones were primarily
extracted and offered to the users in the second part of
questionnaire to express their comprehension regarding
each word and expression. The lowest rate of
comprehension related to the expression "reserve ad"
was by 14% (n=136) and the highest one was by 65%
(n=143) of respondents. If the 50% point is considered
as a base for the users' comprehension, it is observed
that 24 out of 30 (80%) words and expressions, were
understood by less than 50% of respondents, and only
20% of them by more than 50% of the users, i.e. the
users had some problems with the comprehension of
80% of the SIM interface vocabulary.

The users' overall comprehension of SIM interface
vocabulary was 35.1%. Binomial test results showed a
significant difference ( «=0.0land p-value= 0.000)
between this amount and the average comprehension
(50% point).

The same process was also used for the PAZ. The
words and expressions used in the various search and
display pages were 21. "Simple Search" and "Type of
Document" had the lowest (3.1% [n=130]) and the
highest (84.4% [n=130]) comprehension rate
respectively. If the 50% point is considered as a base
for the users' comprehension, it is observed that 17 out
of the total 21(about 81%) words and expressions were
understood by less than 50% of respondents, i.e. the
users has some problems with the comprehension of
81% of the PAZ interface vocabulary.

The users' overall comprehension of PAZ interface
vocabulary was 33.9%. Binomial test results showed a
significant difference (co= 0.01p = 0.000) between this
amount and the average comprehension (50% of
users).

To identify the significant difference between the
averages gained of the undergraduate and post-
graduate students' comprehension rate of the SIM
interface vocabulary based on the data collected in the
part 2 of questionnaire, two sample t-test was used.
The results did not show any significant difference
between the two degrees respondents' comprehension
rate (at o= 0.01, p = 0.547). In testing the same
hypothesis in PAZ, it was observed that there was not
any significant difference between the means of the
two degrees students' overall comprehension rate (at
a=0.01, p =0.795).

To be informed whether there is any significant
difference between the comprehension rate of the
vocabulary used in the two OPAC interfaces, using a
two sample t-test, the data collected in the two
questionnaires were compared. The results showed that
there was not any significant difference between the



comprehension rate of the SIM and PAZ interface
vocabularies at (oo = 0.01, p = 0.366).

The respondents' scores means to the first page
words and expressions (16 items) and the other pages
ones of SIM were primarily calculated. The same
process was conducted in PAZ in which the first page
words and expressions and the other pages ones were
respectively 14 and 7 items. A two sample t-test was
performed on the means of the data acquired and the
results showed that there was a significant difference
between the two groups of words and expressions on
the SIM respondents' views (behalf on the other pages
ones) (at a= 0.01, p = 0.003). The results of PAZ in
this case showed a significant difference between the
two variables (at o= 0.01, p = 0.000) just as the other
one.

To answer research question 1, the data gained of
the part 1 and 2 of the questionnaire were used. The
users experience impact on the vocabulary
comprehension was evaluated by this question.

The SIM and PAZ respondents total scores based on
their educational years (here considered as their
experience) compared together. One-way ANOVA is
used to analyze the data, and the findings showed that
there was not any significant difference (at = 0.1)
between the various educational year students' score
means of the SIM (Table 1) and PAZ (table 2) OPACs
(respectively p = 0.604; p = 0.409).

Tablel. Ferdowsi students' experience impact on total
vocabulary understanding ANOVA

Sum of | df Mean F Sig.
Squares Square
Between | 22.255 3 7.418 619 | .604
Groups
Within 1689.78 141 11.984
Groups 6
1712.04 144
Total 1

Table2. Shiraz students' experience impact on total
vocabulary understanding ANOVA
F

Sum of | df Mean Sig.
Squares Square
Between 16.153 3 5.384 970 | .409
Groups
Within 699.116 126 5.549
Groups 715.269 129
Total

To answer research question 2, the data acquired of
the vocabulary comprehension rate of three groups (the
students of Humanities, Pure Sciences, and
Engineering study areas) were compared to identify
whether the students' study area nature influence their
vocabulary comprehension rate or not.
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The data of each study area using One-Way
ANOVA were first analyzed for SIM (Table 3) and
showed that there were significant differences (at 0.01)
among the means acquired from the respondents
vocabulary meaning scores in the three study areas, i.e.
Humanities, Pure Sciences, and Engineering. To
identify which two study areas were significantly
different, Duncan Test for multi-comparisons were
used (Table 4). The results suggested that there was a
significant  difference at 0.05 between Pure
Science(area 2) and Engineering (area 3) students score
means, but any difference between Humanities and
Pure Science ones (p = 0.149), and between
Humanities and Engineering ones (p = 0.062) were not
observed.

Table3. Ferdowsi Students' Study Areas Impact on
Their Vocabulary Understanding ANOVA

Sum of | df Mean F Sig.
Squares Square
Between 12.302 2 61.151 | 5.462 .005
Groups
Within 1589.73 142 11.195
Groups 9
1712.04 144
Total 1

Table4. Post Hoc Multiple Comparisons on Study
Areas of Respondents Duncan

AREA N Subset for alpha=.05
1 2

2 45 9.42

1 51 10.41 10.41

3 49 11.69

Sig .149 .062

Means for groups in homogeneous subsets are
displayed.

a. Uses Harmonic Mean Sample Size = 48.202.

b. The group sizes are unequal. The harmonic mean
of the group sizes is used. Type I error levels are not
guaranteed.

The same test was performed for PAZ respondents
(Table 5) and the results did not show any significant
difference among the means gained of the respondents’
vocabulary meaning scores in the three investigated
study areas as mentioned.

Table5. Shiraz students' study areas impact on their
vocabulary understanding ANOVA

Sum of | dif Mean F Sig
Squares Square
Between Groups | 16.153 3 5.384 970 409
Within ~ Groups | 669.116 126 5.549
Total 715.269 129

At the end of the two questionnaires a part 3 was
included which aimed to provide a list of appropriate




words and expressions in the respondents' view for
some concepts used in the two OPACs interfaces. They
have chosen some of the words and expressions which
are used in some of library softwares which had
represented by the researcher, but in some cases, they
suggested some new ones which is applicable in the
future versions of the OPAC:s, if the designers will use
them. These are in Persian and are not represented
here.

4. Discussion

The users' overall comprehension of SIM and PAZ
interface vocabulary showed a significant difference
between users' comprehension of the two OPACs and
the average comprehension (50% of users). These
results support Naismith & Stein's. Investigating the
students' comprehension rate of library jargon, they
found that more than half of them did not know what,
for example, did mean "Search Expression". Some
other researchers, such as Yee (1991), Shires & Ulszak
(1992), Shneiderman (1998), suggest that in interface
designing, one must use a simple, expressive, and
comprehensive vocabulary. Graham's (1995) study
results differ considerably with these ones. In part of
her study, she reported that 73.4% of the respondents
found the interface vocabulary clear and simple. They
thought the vocabulary was comprehensive, and
rejected jargon.

It was observed that there was not any significant
difference between the means of the two degrees
students' overall comprehension rate in the two
OPACs, Park (1997) in his study claimed that the
students' degree of study affected the kind of selected
OPAC. But he did not conduct this study on the
comprehension rate and its relation on educational
degrees.

The results did not show any significant difference
between the comprehension rate of the SIM and PAZ
interface, while Green and Head (1998), comparing
two OPACs, emphasized on their interface
vocabularies as a distinguishing characteristic.

It is often expected that the designer uses simpler,
more fluent and comprehensible vocabulary in the first
page of the software interface than in the other pages,
that s/he considers the first page for the simple and fast
applications and the other pages for the more specified
ones. But in these two OPACs, this is not true and is
vice versa.

The findings showed that there was not any
significant  difference  between the students'
comprehension rate and their experience with the two
investigated OPACs.
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These results support Novotny (2004) who pointed
out that each of two students groups, inexperienced
and experienced, did not specialize using OPAC and
had not a complete comprehension. But these two
studies results did not support Hildreth study (2001)
where he reported that juniors and seniors announced
more ease of use in comparison with freshmen and
sophomores in using OPAC.

The results of SIM OPAC showed significant
difference between the students' comprehension rate of
various areas investigated, but the PAZ results was
vice versa.

In this case, Park (1997) showed that various fields
of study did not affect on the students' selected OPAC
type. One element that is important for users to select
upon a certain OPAC, may be the vocabulary of it.

5. Conclusion

Both of the two OPACs are comprehensible less
than the 50% point. To increase the comprehension
rate, the designers must interact more with their users
or try to know them more and more. They ought to
benefit of the research outcomes such as ones of this
study. They can also support some research projects to
promote their softwares. One of the factors that
increases the vigorous interface vocabulary of OPACs
is that these, compared with the traditional and manual
systems (such as Card Catalog), have some new words
and expressions, which are added to the interface by
two groups: the words and expressions that librarians
have proposed to express some concepts and
bibliographic element functions in the records, and in
the overall search and retrieval environment; and the
words and technical terms which computer specialists
and software designers have offered to express the
software functions in the search and retrieval
environment. It is clear that these new words and terms
were not available in the card catalog environment, and
catalog cards were self-evident. But OPAC
environment is a new one, thus it may be vague and
unfamiliar for some users. Consequently, some Jorgen
of library and computer science (such as ISSN, ISBN,
Form, all Database Types, Reset, and Brief Form) are
observed in the OPACs. Even some words with a
broad scopes for librarians, such as Author, are
appeared there which may mean for the users more
than usual meaning, in that case as a writer, compared
with this concept in Library and Information Science
which means beyond that meaning as a writer, such as
editor, translator, compiler and so on. This issue affects
low comprehension of vocabulary. Users' low
experience may also be a factor of low comprehension.



Regarding what are said, it is recommended that,
conducting surveys among their users, software
designers increase as far as possible the readability and
comprehensibility of their software vocabulary.
Librarians are recommended to consider the words and
expressions comprehensibility by users when
proposing library terms needed to represent library
concepts to designers and propose the words and
expressions based on users' public understanding.

The two frequent-used OPACs in the Iranian
universities seem have some problem in terms of
designing the interface vocabulary. The designers
need, therefore, primarily interact more and more with
librarians to know their points of view and to use
convenient vocabulary since librarians interact closely
with the users and know their views and language to
somewhat.

One may expect that educational level affects the
comprehension rate of users because of the masters'
more knowledge depth, especially in abstract things
such as vocabulary comprehension, but what was
showed in the study does not confirm this statement.
This is a problem in the two OPACs that must be
considered and resolve.

As experience may affect comprehension rate of
vocabulary, encouraging users by librarians to use
OPAC more and more in various ways (such as
training, help them to find their real information need,
express orally the high characteristics and possibilities
of OPACs or through publishing brochures and so on)
is important.

It seems the interface vocabulary comprehension
rate among various study areas is different. In some
areas such as Engineering, it is expected this rate
increases because of the students' greater familiarity
with computer terms. In some other, such as
Humanities area in which the students deal more with
the abstract concepts and especially in some of its
fields (i.e. Language, Psychology, Education, and
Library and Information Science) linguistic concepts
are investigated, it is expected that the users'
comprehension rate of the vocabulary be more. What
the designers must remember always is that the
interface is designed so that all users can understand its
vocabulary not the users of some special fields. As the
results of the two investigated OPACs were different in
this case, more research is necessary.

Since most of their users may be amateur with little
experience, these OPACs must have a deductive
structure where the general, simple applications
primarily appear in the first page, and complex and
more specialized applications come in the other ones.
But this study showed vice versa.
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