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The ACU Library for the 21st Century

How our Students Currently Use the Library

Typically students enter the Brown Library to read an article for class, to borrow a book or video, perhaps to listen to music.  They might check out an essay reserved for them by their professor, or photocopy an entry from a dictionary.  They may ask a staff member for help with the catalog, for assistance in borrowing a book from another library, or for help with a printer.  They may also find a quiet place to review class notes.  They will likely wait in line for one of the workstations in the computer lab although, when they work in groups, they tend to use printed resources.  For the most part, they work on their own while occasionally asking someone for help.  With internet technology, many students need not enter the library building at all.  They can locate the academic information we provide for them and complete some of their course assignments from a laptop in DFW or East Africa.

This particular approach, the prevailing model for library services, encourages students to learn independently.  But to work independently sometimes results in poor decisions.  As Ernest Boyer notes, computers may both “expand imagination and restrict it”.1  Working alone, students settle for inferior sources using a “Google” search rather than an academic database.  They often accept information uncritically and without understanding how to cite it correctly.  The more students are confined to the desktop, the more they tend to solidify poor study habits acquired before entering college.

How our Students Will Use the Library in the Future

In the future, students will be drawn into the Library by the experience of being together.  They will find attractive spaces for quiet reflection and comfortable seating but also a commons area for coffee and conversation.  They will collaborate on assignments at workstations designed for teamwork.  They can turn to Library staff for guidance in interpreting information or to writing instructors for assistance with sentence structure or document design.  When they encounter technological problems, they will ask Team 55, also nearby.  They will use high-end computers to create digital multi-media presentations.  They will use printing and binding equipment for final reports.  As before, they will perform the traditional tasks of consulting the catalog and locating books and articles but, at every stage in completing a project, they will find qualified guides close at hand.

The Library of the future complements institutional values, supporting academic work in community rather than in isolation.  Boyer writes that “the challenge is not only to teach students how to use the new technology but also to encourage them to ask when and why it should be used.  And this calls for continuing personal interaction. . . .  What we need today are groups of well-informed, caring individuals who band together in the spirit of community to learn from one another . .  . .”2 The Library’s role in this mission is to create resource-rich spaces that bring people together.
The Learning Commons

ACU must create a new academic library for the new century.  The Library Planning Group3 proposes a “Learning Commons,” a central space that brings together core resources and activities.  In our current paradigm we have spent large amounts of money for technology and personnel but have assumed only one model for how students receive and use information.  This model, encapsulated in the term, “anywhere any time,” neglects the multiple ways that students learn, and it undervalues individual guidance, printed materials, and opportunities for teamwork.  The issue is not that campus networks have failed to provide computer laboratories or numerous workstations, but rather that we have created these outlets with only one concept in mind about how they should be used.

At present, all of our efforts merge at the desktop where each student works in isolation, a setting that fails to take full advantage of the cooperative elements which a Christian education can imbue with greater value.  Already heavily invested in technology and academic information, we need to enrich the physical settings where our students obtain and interpret the resources we have assembled for them.  We envision a place that draws students in, encouraging them to work not only individually but also in groups; we must provide an abundance of printed and digital resources; we must bring together expertise in interpreting information, solving technological problems, and writing and preparing assignments; and we must facilitate intellectual and social dialogue.

Who We Are as a Library

We conceive of three principal values for the academic library: hospitality, stewardship, and intellectual guidance.4  Hospitality means that we show active concern for our students’ academic progress.  We expect the Library to provide an aura of comfort through attractive facilities, efficient operations, and a friendly, knowledgeable staff.

Stewardship means that we carefully assemble, arrange, and preserve intellectual contents and their physical containers.  Since students must actively evaluate new ideas and opinions, the Library provides richly varied points of view.  Library collections and services are informed by awareness of global contexts and by the critical need for dialogue about conflicting values.

Guidance supplies students with the help they need to gather and interpret intellectual materials.  Library faculty listen to and collaborate with teaching faculty so that students coming to the library find partners who understand how and what they are learning and how and what faculty are teaching.  Students and faculty will have expert partners in educating students for leadership and service throughout the world.  Scott Bennett, Yale University Librarian Emeritus, has urged that library design must abandon its habitual focus on operations and pay closer attention to changes in pedagogy and technology.  He asserts “It is time to make learning the critical function of the library.”5

The Way 21st-Century Students Learn

Our students have known technology all their lives and rely on electronic sources of information as a first choice for instant access.  They use technology for social as well as individual purposes. They have redefined earlier notions of multi-tasking—they can use a laptop, watch TV, listen to a CD, and talk on a cell phone without obvious effects of information overload.

Internally motivated learners undertake scholarly inquiry using a variety of strategies to learn, strategies determined partly by the learner’s own styles, partly by the course or discipline, partly by assignments given, and partly by the kinds of learning activities that the library environment encourages.  Traditionally, people have learned by reading, listening, observing, reflecting, writing, conversing, and doing.  Twenty-first century students, much more than their predecessors, learn through observing images, listening to sounds, and working together.
While many value the library as a quiet place of study, others need it for group learning.  In new learning environments, students not only socialize, they also connect course content with the knowledge and wisdom of the faculty, their own peers, and the world in which they will continue to learn, to lead, and to serve.  When they volunteer in missions and service projects, they take the act of learning far beyond classroom settings.  Students will always come to the professoriate for core knowledge and for perspectives on core knowledge, but they will take charge of the process in every other respect.6
Since we have begun to think of learning as student directed, we must recast the Library’s physical arrangements in order to integrate attractive public spaces, technology, and expert guidance.  By encouraging students to take control of the processes of learning here at ACU, we build on attributes they bring as incoming freshmen.  We seek to empower them for gathering, analyzing, and using information resources intelligently throughout their lives.

Planning for the Learning Commons

As conceived, the Learning Commons will appeal strongly to those in beginning and general education curricula.  Rich with printed and online resources, it will also become a vital and necessary apparatus for graduate and undergraduate research.  The Library Planning Group proposes the creation of a plan, one that, when implemented, will make us faithful stewards of the past and help us to chart a clear course for the new century.  We will improve pedagogical outcomes and become an intellectual and social center where students experience the benefits of genuine community.

The Library Planning Group proposes the appointment of a campus-wide committee—including technology specialists, teaching faculty, and library faculty and staff—to broaden the discussion, plan the essential components and specify the design criteria for the Learning Commons, the next phase in the ACU Library for the 21st century.
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