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Abstract 

This article reviews the Information Commons (IC) Pilot Project that was implemented in 2009 

at the University of Trinidad and Tobago (UTT), San Fernando Campus Library. The two units 

directly involved in the project were the San Fernando Campus Library and The Learning Centre 

(TLC).  The paper examines the concepts of the IC from conceptualization to implementation 

and evaluation and through interviews conducted with persons involved with the project’s 

implementation, reviews the outcomes of the project, possible reasons for disengagement from 

the Library and the project’s premature end in 2011. Finally, it makes recommendations for 

transforming an existing traditional library into an IC that remains library-centric. It is hoped that 

these recommendations will be useful to other libraries and will inspire the development of ICs 

in small academic libraries in the Caribbean, as they seek to adapt to the changing needs of 

patrons and fast emerging technologies.  
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Introduction 

The explosion in the use of the Internet over the last decade has given rise to a burgeoning world 

of electronic resources, which has significantly impacted the way information is sought, retrieved 

and used. Academic libraries have been forced to revise and adapt their traditional roles, 

services, resources, and physical spaces in order to meet the escalating, ever changing demands 

and expectations of technological advancements and of a new generation of users. The concept 

of the Information Commons (IC) evolved out of these emergent conditions. These same 

conditions serve as the impetus for the IC Pilot Project at the University of Trinidad and Tobago 

(UTT) San Fernando Campus Library.  

 

An IC can be defined as “a new type of physical facility or section of a library specifically 

designed to organize workspace and service delivery around an integral digital environment and 

the technology that supports it” (Beagle 1999, 82).  This focus on the technology environment is 

expanded by Keating and Gabb (2005, 3), who stated that the IC incorporates both library and 

Information Technology Services (ITS), but is fundamentally library-centric.  According to 

Bailey and Tierney’s 2008 study, an IC is also considered to be “based on a variety of 

parameters, including that it provides access to traditional library service and to various 

resources and productivity software, while promoting collaborative learning, emphasizing the 

‘continuum of service’ and remaining library-centric.” However, in an IC, traditional library 

restrictions are more relaxed, and library furnishings are more comfortable, providing an 

environment where students can easily socialize as they work. Lippincott (2010, 8) observes that 

the IC “supports the social aspects of learning.” 

 

The planning and deployment of the IC Pilot Project at the San Fernando Campus commenced in 

2009. This project was an initiative primarily conceptualized and implemented by The Learning 

Centre, Department of UTT (TLC). The TLC Department operated as a separate unit within the 

confines of the already established San Fernando Campus Library.  The project’s main objective 

was to facilitate a hybrid service delivery model to provide instructional support services to 

students and staff of the San Fernando Campus. However, it came to a premature end in 2011 
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without achieving all of its objectives. This article highlights the factors which formed the basis 

for the implementation and subsequent termination of the IC Pilot Project at the San Fernando 

Campus library. Guiding principles for the development of the IC project included the goal of 

being library-centric, providing a blend of traditional and digitized resources, supporting 

appropriate technologies, providing a range of services to users, facilitating different styles of 

learning while being comfortable and aesthetically pleasing.  

 

Beagle (1999, 82), an authority on ICs, asked the very pertinent question, “…how do we adapt 

the library that has grown up around the print tradition to manage service delivery in the highly 

complex and fluid digital environment?”  This paper seeks to show that the answer to Beagle’s 

question may be linked to the natural extension, development and proliferation of the small 

academic library into an IC concept through collaboration and efficient and effective use of other 

existing physical spaces on campus. It embraces the “adjustment model” or Level I of the IC 

from Bailey’s 2010 study. This model speaks to the concept of minimal space design and 

coordination but is library-centric in nature with access to a wide array of databases, digital 

resources and productivity software. A brief overview of the San Fernando Campus Library and 

TLC is provided and recommendations for ICs, which may be applied to small academic 

libraries seeking to adapt to new trends in technologies and changing habits of users in the 21st 

century are also included.  

 

Information Commons - A Literature Review 

The literature review focuses on varying aspects of the IC from conceptualization to 

implementation and evaluation, and includes the concepts, models and domains of the IC; the 

staffing, training arrangements and differing modes of service delivery; the challenges, benefits 

and evaluation of the IC; and the Net Generation. 

 

Models of the Information Commons 

The IC models reviewed are those presented in Beagle, Bailey and Tierney (2006). Four models 

of the IC are organized according to four taxonomic levels as shown in Table 1.  
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Table 1. Models of Information Commons at Four Taxonomic Levels  

 First Generation Commons Second Generation Commons 

Taxonomic 

Levels of 

Commons 

Information 

Commons Model 

 Level I 

Information 

Commons Model 

 Level II 

Learning Commons 

Model 

 Level III 

Learning 

Commons Model 

 Level IV 

 

Change An adjustment Isolated change Far-reaching change Transformational 

change 

Features Computer Lab and 

Information 

Technology (IT) 

added in the 

Library 

Wide range of 

multimedia 

productivity 

software added 

Non-library services 

and functions added 

e.g. student and faculty 

resources, services and 

collaborative spaces 

Closer alignment 

with institutional 

mission added 

Implications Library 

coordination, 

minimum space 

design  

Relatively 

extensive service, 

space integration 

and altered 

patterns involving 

intra-library and 

library-IT areas 

Course management 

system integration; 

strategically aligned 

with institutional 

mission 

Greater functional 

integration, digital 

repositories, 

extensive 

partnerships in 

student and faculty 

activities, 

integrated 

laboratories within 

and beyond library 

Status re 

Library 

Library-centric Library-centric Not Library-centric Not Library-

centric 

Source: Adapted from Bailey 2010, 76. 

 

Taxonomic Levels I and II, into which ICs are categorized, are First Generation Commons and 

are library-centric in nature. Taxonomic Levels III and IV, into which Learning Commons (LCs) 

are categorized, are Second Generation Commons and are not library-centric. In the first two 
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levels, the ICs evolve as a result of adjustment or isolated changes to the library, whereas in 

levels III and IV, the LCs develop out of far-reaching and transformational changes, such as 

additions of non-library services and functional integration with other campus entities. The LC is 

an extension of the IC in coordination with other units. The fundamental difference between an 

IC and a LC is that the IC “supports institutional mission while the latter enacts it” (Beagle 2010, 

19).  

 

The IC Pilot Project corroborates with Beagle, Bailey and Tierney (2006) adjustment model in 

which the IC remains library-centric whilst providing a digital and technology-enriched learning 

environment and access to a range of services covering the whole process of knowledge creation. 

 

Domains of the Information Commons 

The IC has also been characterized as having three levels or domains - physical, virtual and 

cultural - as seen in Figure 1. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 1. Three-Domain Diagram of the Commons. Adapted from Beagle (2010, 10) 
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The physical domain encompasses the spaces for learning and the tools, technology, services and 

staff required to support the virtual learning environment; it enables students to initially develop 

competences in a supportive environment before migrating to the use of those resources in the 

virtual domain. According to Sinclair (2007, 6), “no one size fits all.”  ICs are typically located 

on one floor of the library; however, they can also be located separate and apart from the library, 

such as the Kate Edgar IC at the University of Auckland, which is housed in a separate building 

altogether.  

 

The IC space is intended to support a variety of learning activities, ranging from informal, 

individual or collaborative learning to formal, small or large group learning, individual 

appointments, workshops and tutorials. Ross (2008, 13) describes it as “. . . a superb space for 

collaborative learning." 

 

The trend has evolved to accommodate the movement that embraces the concept of ‘library as a 

place’. This is described in Spencer’s (2006) study, as “a destination and space that students 

actually want to use and ‘be’ in.” The IC environment is comfortable and appealing, providing 

relaxing areas that encourage creativity and support peer-learning and socialization. These 

include modular and flexible workspace clusters, access to computers and other output 

technological devices, access to laptops and other similar devices, access to presentation practice 

rooms and classrooms, and spaces for purchasing and consuming food and beverages (Sinclair 

2007, 4). It incorporates a blend of large, open but often noisy workspaces for collaborative 

group work, with quiet and enclosed areas for individual work. The IC can be referred to as the 

primary informal learning space on campus.  

 

The virtual domain is an extensive online environment for accessing a multiplicity of electronic 

resources and services by users both on-campus and off-campus. The virtual domain is 

important, especially to multi-campus universities such as UTT, since it facilitates off-campus 
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access to digital resources to students who choose not to attend the physical domain.  The virtual 

domain is designed so that students have access to an array of library and digital resources 24/07.  

IC implementation also incorporates the cultural domain. Beagle, Bailey and Tierney (2006) 

describe this domain as "the entire social and cultural arena of free speech, shared knowledge, 

and creative expression in the digital age".  It is a space for embracing social interaction, for 

study, for relaxation, and for cultural and social events. An academic library setting is essentially 

a space for quiet study and may not have sufficient space for such interaction, which may be 

relatively noisy. Any complementary space that is large, open and in close proximity to the 

library such as the cafeteria, could be utilized as an extension of the commons, for students to 

study, eat, play and engage in social activities and in group work. Ideally, such a space should be 

equipped with wireless Internet access, electrical outlets for laptop and other digital gadgets, and 

flexible seating arrangements in an effort to provide a seamless continuum of services and that 

one-stop shop experience from start to finish.  This initiative will assist in incorporating other 

services on campus to support the continuum of learning activities and must be managed 

effectively from every point of the IC area. It will also, by extension, increase the space capacity 

of the IC area. 

 

One such space that integrates all domains is the “Commons 2.0”. This is centered on students 

and focused on their learning; it adheres to five guiding principles: “it is open, free, comfortable, 

inspiring and practical” (Sinclair 2007, 5). It adapts to changing student habits and needs, 

evolving technology, and supports collaborative learning. The result is a communal living room 

and considerably increased attendance and higher gate counts. It should be noted that aspects of 

both the virtual and physical domains were evident at the San Fernando Campus Library. 

 

Staffing, Training and Service Delivery in the Information Commons 

A number of approaches to staffing and training for effective service delivery in the IC are 

discussed in the literature. These include “redefining job descriptions of existing staff, creating 

new library positions, reassigning staff from other areas and employing students” (Haas and 

Robertson 2004). A number of collaborative staffing models are observed, with staff operating 
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either from one desk or separate desks within the library or from various desks at different 

locations on campus that make up the commons area. Three models of staffing an IC were 

categorized in Crockett, McDaniel and Remy’s 2002 study and are listed as follows: 

1. The separate facilities model integrates staff from various units in their own spaces, 

either in the library or in different locations on campus. 

2. The joint staffing model integrates staff from different units in separate spaces in the IC.  

3. The integrated staffing model integrates a combination of staff from different units at a 

single service desk.  

While service points within the IC vary from campus to campus, the literature suggests that the 

preferred model is the integrated staffing or one desk model with some variation of activities. 

McKinstry and McCracken (2002) writes that “a student often does not know if he or she has a 

technical, productive or informational question” (quoted in Keating and Gabb 2005, 9).They 

support this one desk model as it works particularly well by bringing the competencies of various 

staff together to treat with such issues. Orgeron (2001, 2) reported that at Loyola University in 

the Academic and Career Excellence Centre staff from various support units collaborate in 

providing their services but still retain their distinct administrative identities.  

 

The Colorado State University was retooled to offer a tiered service model with both library and 

ITS staff working successfully from a single service desk. The existing reference area was not 

replaced but was relocated to another location in the library; both reference and IC desks were 

staffed by librarians, paraprofessionals and students (Beagle 2010, 12). In many ICs the 

Information Desk/Circulation Desk or Front Desk serves as the patron’s first point of contact and 

general help centre, as exemplified in the IC at the University of Toronto; this IC also provides 

referrals to other help desks or specialized staff and is accessible by telephone, email and the 

Internet (Beagle 1999, 85).  

 

The separate facilities model was adopted in the IC Pilot Project at the San Fernando Campus 

Library. Both the Library and TLC staff operated out of separate spaces within the Library but 

retained their separate identities and provided distinct services with the common goal of 
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achieving “the best integration of professional knowledge, technology, resources and services for 

patrons” (MacWhinnie 2003, 252). 

 

Ongoing staff training is a crucial component for effectiveness in the delivery of services. The 

necessity of training in order to develop a multi-skilled staff cannot be over-emphasized since the 

IC staff should possess competencies that support the needs of students with varying learning 

styles, all within a highly digitized environment. A number of skill sets must be acquired. 

According to Bell and Shank (2004, 372-373) a ‘blended librarian’, is one with a combination of 

skill sets in both traditional library skills and emerging technologies to successfully support and 

enhance the teaching and learning of both students and faculty.  Huwe (2003, 34-35) proposes 

the “wireless reference on the fly”, with a ‘roving librarian’ who, armed with a laptop, roves 

around the IC to assist students with reference services as required. He urges librarians to 

physically go where the patrons need them, and claims that technological innovations that boost 

mobility are not new. Britto (2011, 4) endorses this view and describes the ‘roving librarian’ as a 

term “used to capture the revised role of the librarian whose function helps to re-conceptualize 

reference services from fixed and immobile, to flexible, mobile and portable.” Burger (2007, 5) 

comments that: “It is as simple as us going to where the people are.” Britto (2011, 4) further adds 

that the professional development of librarians should encompass not only library instruction but 

also “instruction in information and instructional technology skills” to enable fluency in these 

skills and competence to answer such queries from students.  

 

Most ICs are based on a partnership between the library and ITS services with varying degrees of 

cooperation and integration from both. Many aim to provide a continuum of service, where the 

student progresses from information access and retrieval, to interpretation, processing and 

manipulation of information, and then to the creation and presentation of knowledge, all at one 

location (Beagle 2010, 9-10). Students are offered a blend of complementary services from both 

library and ITS staffs that together create a one-stop information shopping experience; library 

staff provides circulation activities, reference consultations, research assistance and library 

instruction; ITS staff troubleshoots with computer and access issues, loans laptops and other 
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similar devices, provides media services and technology workshops, and advises on the use of 

hardware and software (Seal 2012, 6). According to Beagle (1999, 82), this collaboration 

enforces the concept of “strategic fit and functional integration.”  

 

Challenges in the Implementation of the Information Commons 

Many challenges exist with IC implementation.  The IC concept is based primarily on 

cooperation between the library and other departments, mainly the ITS department, resulting in 

sharing of expertise and collaboration in service delivery. Crockett, McDaniel and Remy (2002) 

study, notes that “[t]he literature highlights the difficulties of merging distinct service cultures 

and warns of a tough period of transition.” It is critical therefore, to establish clear lines of 

responsibility and accountability from the start of the collaboration. If this partnership is not 

clearly defined, library centric perspectives and goals may be challenged, resulting in frustration 

(Koelker, Bouchard and Lutz 2010, 112). On the other hand, MacWhinnie (2003, 253) argues 

that while librarians want the advantages of better equipment and technical assistance for their 

patrons, they do not want the loss of autonomy that is sometimes associated with this type of 

collaboration. 

 

Another major challenge associated with the IC is training staff. While costly, training must be 

ongoing and keep pace with changes in technology and system upgrades. Without training to 

acquire the right balance of skill sets, library staff may feel unprepared to deal with complex 

technology issues at a one-stop help desk. In other instances, there may be short staffing issues 

where extended opening hours cannot be accommodated; this may lead to the acquisition of new 

staff that are either cross trained or acquired via a joint staffing arrangement with other 

departments; some ICs hire students to assist. Regardless of how the staff is acquired, if training 

is not provided, staff will not have the essential competencies to attend to queries that may arise. 

Training is critical to the success of the IC.  

 

The acquisition of new hardware and software is costly and may often require justification and 

approval from higher level management. If buy-in did not occur, then approval for additional 
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funding may not be forth-coming. In addition, the acquisition of funding for expansion, 

especially for small libraries, is another primary concern for the growing IC. In recent times too, 

traditional libraries have had to downsize their print collections and increase their electronic 

resources to keep pace, remain relevant and facilitate the Net Generation of students (Koelker, 

Bouchard and Lutz 2010, 112). 

 

Other challenges arise due to the popularity of the IC and include too few computers for the large 

number of users, especially during peak hours, excessive recreational use of computers such as 

social media, gaming and viewing of pornography, excessive noise and general messiness since 

food outlets and food consumption are becoming standard features of the IC concept.  

 

Benefits of the Information Commons 

In spite of these challenges, there are numerous benefits of IC implementation. These include 

improvements in the quality of service, as reflected at the Emory University IC, and new 

opportunities for teaching and learning at the integrated service desk, as seen at the 

Undergraduate Library at the University of Washington (Keating and Gabb 2005, 8). With the 

integrated access to information and technology, students especially, stand to benefit with this 

kind of one-stop shop facility. They can study individually, in groups, check out laptops, library 

materials, use computers and get professional help all in one place (Dewey 2008, 91). In 

addition, they can commence the research process, locate, evaluate and select required 

information while readily obtaining research or technical assistance and finishing assignments 

(MacWhinnie 2003, 244).  

 

The Net Generation of Students and the Information Commons 

Today’s generation of students, also called “Net Generation” (Lippincott 2006, 538-539) or 

“Millennial or digital native population” (Steiner and Holly 2009, 314), was brought up in a 

heavily digitized environment with technology at their fingertips. In their world, the Internet and 

electronic gadgets are integral for communication, play and research. They maintain an extensive 

social network, readily multitasking with instant messaging, texting and listening to music - all 
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while conducting research or doing homework (Haas and Stillwell 2010, 18). The physical and 

virtual spaces of the IC provide an almost ideal location - a one-stop shop - for these Net 

Generation students with its “new and emerging information technologies  ... with traditional 

knowledge resources ... that support today’s social and educational patterns of learning, teaching 

and research” (Steiner and Holley 2009, 316). As Beagle (1999, 84) aptly states, access to digital 

resources from on-campus and off-campus, “provide[s] seamless service to patrons at all points 

of need.” 

 

Adaptation and Evaluation of the Information Commons 

IC implementation or transformation is an ongoing process. It is generally accepted that the IC 

must adapt and evolve to meet changing expectations, technology and advances in pedagogical 

methods, social media trends, and the shifting and expanding needs of students. Beagle (1999, 

83) claims that “change is the operative word, for successful implementation of an IC.” The IC 

can be considered as a new type of library – it is the future of libraries.  

 

Evaluation must also be ongoing to determine the effectiveness of the IC. Success is usually 

measured by user counts, statistics on user enquiries, number of logins and student satisfaction 

surveys (Keating and Gabb 2005, 4). Bennett (2005, 11), reports that the success of the academic 

library is not measured by frequency and ease of use, but by “the learning that results from that 

use”. Unfortunately, there is little evaluation on student learning in the literature, but hopefully 

this will change as ICs mature. 

 

In the Trinidad and Tobago, Soodeen and Dolland (2004) highlight the evolution of the IC at the 

Main Library of the St. Augustine Campus. From an examination of this project it can be noted 

that this IC went through several phases of physical change but remained a library-centric 

project. To date this facility is still in operation and continues to be managed by staff of the 

library. 

 

The IC Pilot Project in the San Fernando Campus Library: An Overview 
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The San Fernando Campus Library is one of eight libraries in the UTT multi-campus system. It 

has undergone refurbishment and is now a bright and welcoming space for study and research. 

The library serves an undergraduate student population of just over 1,600 and a staff of 

approximately 135. It is small and L-shaped, with a floor space of roughly 2,700 square feet. It 

houses a print collection of 8,500 items and there are 15 computers for student use. The online 

resources include subscription databases, e-books and e-journals. The library staff, during the 

period under review, comprised a librarian and four support staff.  

 

In spite of its size, the space supports a variety of learning styles. It is divided into three areas, 

with the Circulation/Information Desk in the middle, facing the main entrance for easy access 

and first point of contact upon entry. The librarian’s desk is located nearby, to support individual 

reference services and consultations. At one end, there are study carrels and tables for both 

individual study and collaborative group work in close proximity to the print collections. A few 

comfortable armchairs in this area facilitate more relaxed reading or study.  At the other end is 

the physical/virtual area, which houses all the computers on circular student workstations. 

Beyond this space are two group workrooms, each complete with table, chairs, computer and 

whiteboard.      

 

TLC operated out of one of the workrooms in a space about 120 square feet in area. This is 

indicated on the diagram as ‘Group Workroom 1’. See Figure 2 below for a diagrammatic 

representation of the layout of the library 
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Figure 2. Diagram of layout of the San Fernando Campus Library 

 

The Learning Center (TLC) 

TLC is a department of UTT which provides, according to the head of TLC, expert advice for the 

“embedding and maximization of the learning experiences in education at UTT, the creation of 

modern, formal and informal learning spaces, and the creation of blended curricula and support 

(both virtual and face-to-face for students and staff) for self-education”, (U. Rauch, personal 

communication, April 18, 2013). In addition, some of the services provided by TLC include 

linkages to learning space design and emerging learning technologies, social networks as well as 

learning theory and course development. Accordingly, in 2009 the TLC proposed the setting up 

of a ‘learning commons’ in each of the eight teaching campuses, and piloted the first project at 

the San Fernando Campus Library. TLC was envisaged as a shared space providing informal 

learning areas and a one-stop service area for support of learning technologies for students, 

academics and other staff. It was intended to be an extended environment of the learning 

experiences out of the classroom and an advice center for staff (U. Rauch, personal 

communication, April 18, 2013).  

 

The IC Pilot Project at the San Fernando Campus Library was established by TLC in April 2009. 

It was set up in one of the Library’s Group Workrooms in the already established and 

functioning Library. It was initiated with the expectation that, together with the Library, it would 
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facilitate a one-stop shop for information resources and technology assistance.  Both the Library 

and TLC functioned as separate units within the library building. As stated by the head of TLC, 

the main objective for the project was “to improve the learning environment and increase the 

student’s capacity to study in groups or independently” (U. Rauch, personal communication, 

April 18, 2013).  Another dedicated TLC staff with responsibility for managing the project, 

communicated that the rationale for the project was that TLC, in conjunction with UTT Libraries 

and the ITS Departments, would facilitate a hybrid service delivery model and by extension, 

provide instructional support services. The goal was to subsequently streamline various services 

whereby both faculty and students would have direct access to necessary resources (I. Alha, 

personal communication, April 25, 2013). Table 2 shows services provided by TLC and the 

Library. 

 

Table 2. Services Provided by TLC and the San Fernando Campus Library 

TLC  UTT San Fernando Campus Library 

• TLC Helpdesk: 

o Information Technology 

Consultancy  

o Call Centre 

o Email and Blackboard Support 

o Learning Management System 

Support (LMS) 

• Digital Media Production Support  

o A/V Implementation 

o Lecture Capturing 

o Video Conferencing 

• Access to equipment (A/V – Laptops, 

Projectors, Digital Recorders) 

• Access/loan of physical library 

resources 

• Access to library e-resources 

• Reference services - in-person and via  

e-mail 

• Use of computers and applications 

software 

• Broadband high-speed Internet access 

• Information Literacy Instruction 

• Photocopying service 
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The Library staff and TLC maintained separate administrative identities and operated from 

different service desks within the library.  This corroborates with the ‘joint facilities model’ of 

staffing identified in the study by Crockett, McDaniel and Remy (2002), with both Library and 

TLC staffs functioning as two separate units within the library. 

 

The IC Pilot Project staff members provided technology-oriented services to patrons in the 

library; this initiative received tremendous support from both students and teaching staff.  The 

loan of laptops to students augmented the number of library computers for student use, 

somewhat alleviating the high demand for computers in the library. The operations remained 

library-centric, however, with the Circulation Desk still being the first point of contact, with 

referral to TLC staff as necessary.  

 

The Library staff collaborated with TLC in setting up the IC Pilot Project providing the space, 

storage equipment and access to the library. TLC provided furniture and equipment for the 

Workroom. The Library staff had no input in the initial planning of this project and was 

informed of it just prior to its implementation. They were, however, expected to cooperate with 

TLC by facilitating their operations and implementation of the project in the Library. In an 

interview with Library staff, it was learnt that there were some initial reservations about what 

was perceived as a ‘takeover’ by TLC of the newly acquired, much needed library space, 

workroom. These reservations can be attributed to a number of factors: an increased workload, 

the lack of understanding of the project’s objectives and subsequent benefits, the perception of 

being excluded from the initial planning stages and the lack of relevant training to develop the 

blended competencies that would facilitate the process.  As a result, total ‘buy-in’ did not occur 

(C. Cheddie, personal communication, March 12, 2013). In spite of these setbacks, staff relations 

between the Library and TLC were quite cordial.  

 

In August 2011, just two years after its initiation, TLC ceased its IC Pilot Project operations at 

the San Fernando Campus Library and re-located the project to another Campus.   Services were 

still being offered at the San Fernando Campus on designated days, but not from the Library. The 
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main reason for the termination of the project, as given by the head of TLC, was insufficient 

staffing; staff had been removed from the unit without being replaced, and the same number of 

services could not be provided with the limited staff remaining. In addition, there was need for 

expansion of the services, but with such few staff, this was not possible. Also, expansion of the 

services would require more physical space, which was not to be realized given the limited space 

at the Library, and by extension, the campus. The head of TLC was also of the view that the IC 

Pilot Project was perceived by the Library staff as a competing rather than a complementary 

project and they were “not particularly engaged or supportive in keeping the concept afloat” (U. 

Rauch, personal communication, April 18, 2013).  This statement emphasizes the need for 

collaboration of all stakeholders in the planning and implementation of an IC project. 

 

Whitchurch (2010, 41) stated that in planning an IC, "support should come from groups 

including library employees, library administrators, students, faculty, and campus administrators 

[and that] once the decision has been made, continued support from all of these groups is vital”.   

Although the staff at the San Fernando Campus Library had not been part of the planning 

process, they willingly assisted with the initial set up. However, when asked to assume additional 

responsibilities for delivery of some TLC-related services due to TLC staff shortages, the library 

staff was disinclined to do so. Keating and Gabb (2005, 8) stated that “…librarians often find it 

difficult to see the learning commons as a joint facility, especially if it is physically part of the 

library.” It stands to reason therefore, that if any successful IC reimplementation is to occur, 

these and other relevant factors must be dealt with accordingly. 

 

Britto (2011, 7) notes that the impact of such a transition on Library staff to an IC environment 

“cannot be overstated”.  Since their roles from the traditional skill sets would ultimately change 

due to a major departure from existing practice to embrace new and developing technologies, 

instructional approaches and teaching practices, (Cowgill, Beam and Wess 2001, 432-433), it is 

crucial for Library staff to have a voice in the planning of any IC before implementation. The 

reaction of the San Fernando Campus Library staff towards The IC Pilot Project supports Britto’s 

call for attention to be paid to the impact of change from library to IC on library staff. It validates 
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the view of Beagle (1999, 83) that “change is the operative word, for successful implementation 

of an IC”. 

 

Recommendations for Converting a Library Space into an Information Commons 

After careful reflection on the IC Pilot Project at the San Fernando Campus Library and the 

literature available, it can be ascertained that “no one size fits all” Sinclair (2007, 6). In this 

context, several extrinsic factors seem necessary for successful conversion of an existing small 

academic library to an IC. The following recommendations are proposed vis-à-vis the planning 

process; the IC domains; staffing, training and service delivery; challenges; and adaptation and 

evaluation. 

 

The Planning Process 

• Involve all stakeholders in the planning process of the IC implementation from the very 

beginning, to encourage strategic inter-departmental collaboration and synergy. This will: 

o Ensure that the aims, goals and expected outcomes are clearly understood  

o Enable stakeholders to make the essential transitions to their evolving roles 

o Lead to ‘buy in’ from staff  

o Lead to greater “strategic fit and functional integration” for the participating 

departments within the organization (Beagle, 1999, 82).  

• Set up an IC Committee with representation from all relevant stakeholders - campus 

administrators, Library, IT, faculty, students and other pertinent parties. This committee 

should be mandated to focus on pertinent issues including establishing a vision, mission and 

implementation plan for the IC.  

o This plan may include, but is not limited to, determining clear lines of responsibility 

and accountability, identifying patron needs, pinpointing and integrating relevant 

services, establishing and strengthening strategic inter-departmental alliances, 

utilizing and sharing spaces, managing budgets, identifying staff roles, hours of work 

and levels of competencies, arranging for staff integration, training, adaptation and 

overall feedback and evaluation of goals and objectives. 
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IC Domains 

Physical Space 

• Begin implementation on a phase by phase basis. The IC model posited is the adjustment 

model, which incorporates minimal space design and coordination for academic libraries 

with limited funds and space; this is suggested as Phase I in the IC implementation process. 

Additional phases are recommended, but can be done at a later stage with further planning. 

• Utilize the space efficiently and effectively to create a physically appealing, welcoming, 

relaxing environment that encourages creativity, peer-learning and support a variety of 

learning styles:  

o Incorporate a combination of open and closed spaces for individual and collaborative 

study.   

o Select furniture that is functional and comfortable to create flexible workspace 

clusters and promote interaction and collaboration.  Existing furniture in most library 

spaces may or may not fit the criteria for implementation. Consideration should be 

given to furniture that is suitable for the IC environment in any future purchases. 

Virtual Space 

• Outfit the virtual commons with access to computers, e-resources and online services:  

o Equip with wireless internet connectivity to facilitate laptop and smart phone use.  

o Include a range of IT and library services such as those offered by, but not limited to, 

the Library and TLC in the IC Pilot Project. These services must complement each 

other and work along a continuum that meet students’ academic needs.  

• Give consideration for use of additional computers, laptops, e-book readers and 

complementary software in any future IC upgrade. 

 

Cultural Space 

Collaborate with relevant personnel from other departments for the acquisition of additional 

complementary spaces that are large, open and in close proximity to the library for study, 

relaxation, and for cultural and social events; such spaces could include: 
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o The ITS department, which could make computers labs available to students, as 

obtains at the San Fernando Campus. This is especially useful when the library is 

closed.  

o The cafeteria, outfitted with wireless Internet access and electrical outlets for laptop 

and other digital gadgets, and flexible seating arrangements, in which students can 

socialize, purchase and eat food and study individually or in groups. 

These initiatives would incorporate relevant support for the continuum of learning activities and 

subsequently increase the space capacity of the IC area. However, they must be managed 

effectively from every point of the IC area.  

Staffing, Training and Service Delivery 

• Encourage library staff to be open-minded enough to willingly move away from their 

traditional roles and become proficient in the use of online tools and technology and to 

ensure maximum involvement in the process. Staff roles should be revised to adapt and meet 

the changes relevant to an IC environment. Librarians should embrace the concepts of both 

the ‘blended librarian’ and the ‘roving librarian’ (Britto 2011, 3-4). 

• Co-opt students to assist, either voluntarily or for a stipend (depending on availability of 

finances) to ease or facilitate any staff shortages. 

• Provide relevant training and even cross-training for staff to develop any emergent skill sets 

they will require to be suitably qualified to meet the needs of the 21st century student. These 

include, but are not limited to, instructional support in search strategies, accessing and using 

research databases, evaluating online resources and in-depth individual consultation. 

• Ensure that training of staff is ongoing to keep up-to-date with the ever changing learning 

environment. In cases where students are assisting in the IC, it is essential that they acquire 

relevant training to ensure efficient service support in the areas where they are placed.  

• Provide a continuum of service for students - with access to an integration of traditional 

library services and a variety of digital resources to promote collaborative learning; the goal 

is to create an environment that exclusively supports the whole research process from start to 

finish. 
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• Provide access for patrons by email, phone and via the Internet. This is essential as the 

Information/Circulation desk is the first point of contact in the library-centric IC.  

• Manage service delivery seamlessly from the Information/Circulation desk with proper 

collaboration among all IC staff. Regardless of the model of staffing adopted, staff must be 

multi-skilled to answer a range of queries, or engage in a continual cross-referral system to 

pre-identified specialists for queries beyond their scope.  

Evaluation 

• Ensure that mechanisms are put in place to periodically evaluate the IC for effectiveness, 

efficiency, usefulness of resources, policies and procedures and sustainability. Findings must 

be continually revised if the IC is to remain relevant and effective. 

 

Conclusion 

While it is no easy task to convert an academic library into an IC, it is an achievable one. 

Creative means of adapting print-dominated service delivery to an increasingly digitized library 

environment is essential for academic libraries to remain relevant. Trends observed indicate that 

traditional library services must be revised and librarians must adapt to the breadth of 

technological skills required to cope in the constantly expanding and diverse digital era of the IC. 

 To do so successfully requires proper planning, collaboration and full participation from all 

stakeholders from the very beginning. Of equal importance is the need for a willingness to accept 

and embrace change, training with relevant workable models that meet the goals outlined and 

continuous evaluation and assessment. The concept, value and usefulness of the IC must be 

communicated effectively to all concerned.   

 

Limited resources and spaces provide opportunity for collaborative partnering with participating 

units on campus to provide a one-stop shop experience in the IC. The success of this kind of 

partnering depends heavily on effective communication as realized in the IC Pilot Project at the 

San Fernando Campus Library. Even though this project came to a premature end, it did initially 

meet with some measure of success. We can, therefore conclude that the transition from a 

traditional library to a library-centric IC is a sure way for libraries to remain progressive and on 
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the cutting edge. While it may take longer than expected, and there may be unexpected hurdles 

along the way, it demonstrates that libraries are forward thinking, adaptable and focused on 

meeting the needs of their students. It is clear that Commons are the future of academic libraries 

and the way forward. It is hoped that the concepts discussed will be of value to other academic 

libraries in the region that face similar challenges in IC implementation or have a desire to make 

such a transition.  
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