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A Library for the Twenty-first Century:

A Learning Commons Approach
Fall 2004

In recent years, the ways in which university students learn have changed.  Responding to new technology, new styles of interpersonal interaction, the democratization of the teacher-student relationship, and other forces, students have come to experience college life in new ways.  To capitalize on these changes, universities have adopted new strategies for equipping students to be intelligent persons who can engage in independent learning through their lives.  A growing number of libraries have joined this movement, seeking to reclaim their place as the university’s intellectual center.  Now is the time for ACU to adopt some of these new strategies for the library.

The faculty committee of the university, in collaboration with the library faculty and staff from the Center for Teaching Excellence, has read widely in the emerging literature on new library strategies.  We have examined reports from Brigham Young University, a widely influential model.  We have also visited innovative libraries at Texas Christian University, Texas Wesleyan University, Colorado State University, and Trinity University in order to collect ideas, interview librarians, and see for ourselves these libraries in action.  On the basis of these investigations, we make the following proposals.

· Technology and learning.  Since the first scribal schools gave their students clay tablets and styluses, technology has been an integral part of the school environment.  Today’s students find a great deal of information on the internet and in databases.  They encounter the voices of scholars in their field through full-text articles downloaded from ACU’s online databases.  They interact with others’ interpretations of the data using the same technologies, and they share their new knowledge with each other, using both synchronous and asynchronous technologies.  Accordingly, we propose locating an expanded computer lab in Brown Library to provide the foundation of a new Learning Commons.  Additional laptops and desktops should become available in other parts of the library.  To facilitate the kinds of assignments professors increasingly make, we propose developing a multimedia center that will provide access to state-of-the-art hardware and software to faculty and students.  We seek to acquire some workstations that allow individual study and others that allow small groups to work together using one or more computers.  Scanners are needed.  New furniture that is functional yet movable is desirable.
· Community-building and learning.  Students in the libraries we have seen build community with faculty and peers in several ways that we would like to adopt.  The most obvious is the use of a coffee shop in the library.  Despite librarians’ initial concerns about trash and unwelcome pests, since proven unwarranted at the universities we studied, the coffee shops in libraries draw students into the library and keep them there longer.  (In some libraries, gate count has doubled in a two-year period after building such coffee shops.)  They have provided space for faculty-student interaction and have helped make the library the true hub of learning on the campus.  We seek to build a coffee shop in the library.  The shop should include ample seating, a television playing the news (silent with captions), and displays of current magazines, newspapers, or books.
· Collaborative learning.  Today’s students, like students from premodern times, often learn in groups.  This fact compels us to think through how small groups of students can work in the library.  We need to provide tables with electrical outlets at which students can work on their own computers, more inviting (and safer) rooms for group project work, among other facilities permitting collaboration among small numbers of students.  We need areas for brainstorming and project planning by small groups.
· Seamless learning.  Students need a place in which they can find help with reference questions, writing problems, and technological problems without wandering all over campus.  We propose reconfiguring service contact points to include reference librarians, technology support staff, and writing tutors.  We propose moving Team 55 and the Writing Center into the library.  These changes will necessitate reconfiguring the reference desk(s), providing new space for writing tutors (some space that is secure, and some that is more open), and retraining staff (limitedly).   
· Aesthetics and learning.  Humans need beauty.  We learn better in pleasant environments.  Thus we would like to improve the ambience of the library by: acquiring new art; opening areas for students to display their own painting, sculpture, and other visual media; providing space for performance of music, drama, or other arts by individuals or small groups; and reconfiguring space so as to maximize patron access to natural light.  Welcoming the arts into the library will encourage users to see it as a creative hub of the campus.  The entrance to the library should be reworked in order to create a better first impression of the building.
· Comfort and learning.  Students in the library need different areas for different activities.  Some areas should include comfortable chairs and sofas arranged around small occasional tables, while others should include workstations and large work tables with electrical outlets available.  New, attractive furniture will be needed.  We need some areas that will be very quiet and others that will allow appropriate work-related conversations.
· Christian mission and learning.  The most obvious ways in which the library reflects the Christian mission of ACU is the presence of a large theological collection on the third floor.  This collection serves several master’s programs and the university’s only doctoral program.  We wish to highlight this collection by designating a special theological reference area that will include classroom space for the theological librarian and by separating the collection from the Learning Commons so as to provide quiet space for graduate students and faculty.
· Student schedules and learning.  Students often work during hours when traditional libraries are closed.  We propose creating an area (with computers and work areas) that can be open during hours in which the rest of the library is closed.  
· Staffing and learning.  To make the proposed integration of reference librarians, IT help staff, and writing center tutors work smoothly, it will be necessary to employ a new director reporting to the Dean of Library and Information Systems and to the Chief Information Officer.  The director would be responsible for working with the various strategic partners contributing to the function and success of the Learning Commons and providing ongoing analysis and recommendations concerning the current state and the continued development of the commons environment.  He or she should come from outside ACU so as to avoid the impression of favoritism or turf-protection.
To implement these changes, the Library needs to include the following spaces:

· A reserve/reference desk that is inviting to all students and that allows the answering of multiple kinds of questions.

· A coffee shop sound-buffered from the rest of the library.
· An area housing a multimedia center open to faculty and students.

· Areas for numerous computer workstations for both individuals and small groups.

· A copy and print center where students can do basic photocopying as well as finishing jobs (e.g. binding, laminating).

· A center for checking out laptop computers.

· Secure office space for the Writing Center.

· Private tutorial areas for the Writing Center.

· Additional smart classroom space.

· Quiet lounge areas for faculty, graduate students, and others working alone.

· An area that can be open while the rest of the library is closed (and secured).
· Additional rooms with video/data projection technology in which small groups can work on joint projects.  We should consider glass walls for these rooms to insure the right mix of privacy and security.

· Areas to house new high-end work stations with audio/video software and personnel to provide guidance for students or faculty seeking to produce multimedia presentations.

· Exhibit space for student (and/or) faculty art.
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