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Context:

Northumbria University is based in Newcastle-Upon-Tyne and caters for approximately 24,000 students. The University's mission is to meet the diverse needs of an international learning community and to contribute to society and its economic development through research, excellent teaching and high quality student support.

University Library and Learning Services is responsible for library and learning support services at the University’s two campuses; IT open access areas across the University (including in its libraries); IT training and information literacy programmes and materials and MARCET: the staff development resource centre.

The challenge:

The University's main library at City Campus was opened in 1978 and until recently had had little investment in buildings or infrastructure. The facilities available were increasingly unable to sustain the demands of an IT dependent learner focused library service. By mid 2004, only 39 of its 1050 study seats were equipped with open access IT. One of the key constraints was the lack of appropriate electrical wiring, ventilation and networking infrastructure. 

Student demands for access to IT were dramatically rising and evident in the two Open Access IT Centres, the newer Coach Lane Campus Library and the City Campus Library. All students had access to the Blackboard Virtual Learning Environment with 'HyLiFe' (hybrid library) Subject Guides to Resources embedded within the course resources.. During 2003 the University's IT Services made available ‘Desktop ANYWHERE' , a facility which allowed students to access central and personal resources, including library e-resources, from most computers with an Internet connection. This was by supported by  investment in Citrix® technology.

IT activity logging systems measured student usage and provided hard evidence that the demand for access to IT within the City Campus Library in particular was far exceeding supply – the limited Library IT facilities were being used at full capacity for the duration of the Library's opening hours with queues regularly forming at peak periods. This was in spite of facilities provided in the two Open Access IT Centres at City Campus which appeared to offer a different pattern of use from that sought by students queuing for IT in the Library.

In response, the University moved ahead with both a reconfiguration of the existing IT and study space in the Library Basement and "an increase in the number of IT workstations in the building by 100" (Project Aim). Library opening hours were already enhanced through the use of a smartcard access system and it was expected that the increase in IT access would offer a higher return in the library than in facilities with more limited service hours.

Teaching and learning activity:

Access to online library and learning materials (including Blackboard courseware, web pages, ejournals, eBooks and databases) was clearly required alongside print-based materials. The uses of print and online library resources continue to increase rather than offset each other demonstrating that they are complementary rather than exclusive of one another. In addition, factors such as an increase in group work-based assessment, changes in student culture, expectations and study patterns, and a strong belief in the importance of hygiene factors in designing learning space, led the Library and Learning Services team to redefine the library in terms of a 'HYBRID' physical learning space.

Treated as an independent adult learner, the student is now offered choice and flexibility in how they work, the resources they work with and the style of learning space which best suits their chosen activity: this ranges from casual access to IT, to a social learning environment (Learning Café), a place for quiet group work with or without IT, or individual study space with or without IT. Spaces each have a specific learning environment and are zoned by use of colour and defined levels of discussion or hot/cold refreshments permitted.

"I think it's pretty good the way they've staggered it (the IT) throughout the building, on this Floor (Basement) its informal working areas, whereas on the next floor there's dedicated group work areas where people can communicate and as you go further up (the building) you've got quiet individual study areas…and there's even a silent area" ….." I do find I use the mix of areas....last year I used the quiet area a lot when revising." David Kernan, Final Year Student.

This flexibility and choice is extended by providing access to 30 wireless laptops via a loan system for use anywhere within the City Campus building. A consistent student desktop environment is provided, whether using a loaned laptop or personally owned laptop, by virtue of the Citrix® technology. 

Technology:

Wireless Laptops: A Cisco Wireless LAN Solution Engine® is used to centrally configure, manage and monitor all of the Wireless access points for the Virtual Local Area Network (VLAN). Wireless cards need to be 802.11b compatible. 

Static Workstations: 100 Neoware Capio One thin client static appliances were purchased providing access to the Citrix® desktop and the University's Virtual Learning Environment. These can be used in groups or individually.

Casual Access Points: additional Capio 'thin client' appliances are available within the Learning Café on tall stations (where users stand or use high stools).

Two specialist 'Research Hubs' have been designed to offer desktop PCs and a screened private study area.

USB Pens/'A' Drives/Mice: are available for purchase/loan respectively at the Learning Café shop.

Participants:

Library and Learning Services employs 140FTE staff, of which approximately 30 are employed in Learner Support areas and 11 in the Subject & Liaison team. The City Campus Library physically serves upwards of 14,000FTE students and has approximately 1.1 million visits per year.

Achievements:

The University Library at City Campus has now gained 130 Open Access Workspaces which allow integrated access to the print and online resources of the library alongside desktop software and tools and courseware. Although the Floor 1 is mostly IT study space, the design of the space and the use of furniture allows the IT to be used in a flexible manner – with groups, or individually, stand-alone or in conjunction with printed materials. Input from students was important and the designs were drawn up by Ryan Bird, a Northumbria Student on placement to the University Estates Department. The 'hybrid' offering of workspace meets a wide range of study and personal needs. 

IT Support and Enquiry Services team members are working closely to develop support for these new learning spaces by planning an integrated 'one-stop' support facility for students. This will encompass the range of help offered at the discrete IT Support and Enquiry Service Desks. A new service structure consolidates this thinking into the work of a new Learner Support Team. This team will provide help with IT and library enquiries and support training and documentation to engender greater independence among students.

What has worked well:

"We must acknowledge the terrific levels of staff support and tremendous flexibility shown by the teams, bearing in mind there were so many other infrastructure projects going on at the same time………the co-ordination across them all was phenomenal". (Professor Jane Core, Director of Learning Resources)
“The Library Café has been really successful – it has been exciting to see students using it in a variety of ways and it has a real buzz about it!..”(Christine Willoughby,Assistant Director of Library and Learning Services)

"The Learning Café arrangements help me study better now…I bring my own laptop….before I didn't feel comfortable because you couldn't eat/drink (at the machines)…now I can stay longer and get on with it…" David Kernan, Final Year Student.

What could have been done differently:

If the entire building had had sufficient power and infrastructure, the additional 100 IT static workstations would have been further integrated within the books and study space through out the building. Future plans to develop the library space include the addition of IT capacity on the other floors and will build upon the lessons already learned. 

Resource requirements:

The increase in use of IT to access resources means that students bring a mix both IT and library resource enquiries together. Enquiry staff must be supported to be able to handle enquiries efficiently and effectively. Library and Learning Services staff are piloting the use of Support Works Enquiry Management software as part of the new support service for students using the wide range of print and online resources available remotely or within libraries and open access IT centres.

The provision of additional hardware was only possible in a cost-effective manner as a result of Citrix technology being used to centrally manage the University's applications.

The Future:

"We aspire to having books, study space, IT access and support services together. The wireless network, casual access points, fixed IT and laptop loan facility all mix together to give students a choice of learning environment to suit their activity …………. over the next few years as infrastructure is improved , we would hope to continue funding to  'hybridise' the whole environment.

"The advantage of the phased development is that we can take the time to evaluate and  to monitor what happens once the students occupy the new spaces, we can work with them and learn from their experience and so continuously improve our provision for the future .……."

(Professor Jane Core – Director of Library and Learning Services)
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