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The "Academic 15:"

Emerging Roles in 21st-Century Learning Support

Executive Summary 

I. Overview

In Fall 2010, three staff members from Emmanuel College, Dominican University, and Brandeis University, interviewed 24 library and I.T. professionals serving in positions that directly supported teachers, learners, and researchers, to understand their perspectives on curricular change and the ability of library and I.T. organizations to deal with that change. This research project is on file with the Dominican University Institutional Review Board as "Perceived Changes in the Context of Teaching, Research, and Scholarship."

We felt the experiences of academic support staff would provide a valuable insight into evolving curricular change in higher education.  

We also felt that a qualitative research project collecting and analyzing those experiences would be a beneficial supplement to existing instruments gathering wide-scale perspectives of higher education constituents, such as NSSE, FSSE, LibQual+, MISO, the ECAR Student Survey, and others.

We see this project as a proof-of-concept that such an undertaking is feasible and valuable, and that it will return information that can help library and I.T. organizations in conceptualizing service provision, reconsidering their structure, and making strategic plans.  

In a second phase, planned for Fall 2011, we will recruit sponsorship from library and I.T. professional organizations; hire professional ethnographers to interview and analyze responses; review and strengthen our methodology; and expand our scope to 50 participants.

This document is a summary of the 15 key themes that emerged from those interviews, which we distill and categorize as Salient Trends, Organizational Needs, and Strategic Actions.

Gail Matthews-DeNatale, Emmanuel College

Michael Stephens, Dominican University

David Wedaman, Brandeis University

II. Emerging Themes

A. SALIENT TRENDS
The five themes collected in this section represent the most prominent ideas that emerged when we asked our interviewees to report on changes they saw in the teaching, learning, and research activities on their campus.

1.  Fundamental reconsiderations of pedagogy are having a dramatic impact on the curriculum and challenge us to rethink our strategies for supporting learning.

· There is a shift towards students working with primary sources and students doing authentic research  

“I see people reacting against a hyper-connected world wanting to get back to the original document.”

· Multimedia use in the curriculum is growing rapidly.  The infrastructure needed is a challenge to provide.  
“We can help with indefinite PowerPoint requests but with video the world doesn’t know it that well yet, and it still requires specific equipment.  There’s iMovie, but it’s not PowerPoint.”

· There’s an increasing interest in understanding how people learn, and in applying that knowledge to teaching. What it means to “take a class” is evolving in the blended learning era; mobile devices allow new kinds of classroom activities.

“There has been . . . a recent awareness of the importance of active learning . . . a lot of thinking about how people learn and how much they forget if they’re learning in traditional ways.”

· There’s an increasing interest in new forms of collaborative group work and “immersive projects” that challenge our support structures.  

“In general I’m seeing a lot more stretching of our staff by group work.  Support is difficult.  . . . Challenges our labs. Challenges our expectations.  We may have to rethink expectations based on the assumption of individual.”

· We’re rethinking the co-curricular life skills or “literacies” students will need to foster in the digital age; these are evolving from information-finding and evaluation skills to include increasingly complex skill sets like multimedia, quantitative reasoning, and data visualization, and the broadness of scope challenges our ability to support them.

“If the library is a partner with faculty in increasing student ‘literacy,’ what implications do these expanded definitions have on scope of work?”

2.  Cloud-based and consumer-oriented, third-party services create user expectations we struggle to meet in an era of limited staff budgets and funding.
"Faculty have come to internalize so much control out of things like Flicker and Wordpress that they have higher expectations for the things we’re providing."

"Don’t have enough people and not enough of the right kind of people.  We can buy stuff.  We don’t have human bandwidth to implement the stuff and make it usable.  We struggle with rolling out services . . . we can’t help other people use." 

3.  We’re challenged to balance generalist support of basic services with the advanced technology and information needs of increasingly sophisticated faculty.  

"People are going to hit the ceilings of the commodity consumer accessible stuff--like the free blog from Wordpress--but we think people will grow beyond this and need expertise--and in some cases this is in areas that are becoming core to their disciplinary work."

4.  We find it difficult to staff and fund the support of established services while also investing resources in research and development and innovation.

"In order to be actively engaged with faculty and students . . . we need an extra investment in time . . . and where do we find that time when we’re still supporting the basics of our course management system and stuff like that?"

5.  The redefinition of the academic library in the digital age is a point of tension for library staff and the academic community.
"The development of the virtual library has not reduced the need for a good physical library space, much to the dismay of the administrators."

"A stress point in collection development.  From budget and changes in options and formats and pricing structures and trying to get that to work with our community and be suitable for a community that has many points of view, flavors, disciplines."

B. ORGANIZATIONAL NEEDS

The five themes listed as Organization Needs are distilled from our interviewees' descriptions of challenges in their workplace operations and organizational structures.
6.  We need to evolve from providing tools for users to the more demanding work of forming communities with users to collectively understand evolving curricular needs.

"It's not just a situation where we have figured this thing out and we can tell people how to use it, it’s we have to engage them and they have to engage others in creating a learning community and that takes time"

"the challenges we’re facing here can’t be solved by students, faculty, librarians, technologists alone. We need to create opportunities where we can inform each other.  That’s what I see is our role: create and foster those opportunities for cross-professional cross-role conversations. "

· We’re increasingly expected to integrate and communicate with our academic environment in new, facile, and fluid ways that cut across existing disciplines, departments, or other “stovepipes.” 
"What we’ve gone through here . . . is the epiphany is that we need to get out of the way and let students, faculty, staff talk to each other . . . about what they're doing and learning . . . there’s a challenge . . . how do you really involve somebody . . . it means having conversations with departments about what their core missions are and what they do."
7.  We need to communicate better within our organizations and between our organizations and our community.

"Great ideas never make it out of the department."

8.  We need to redefine our staff roles to promote people-focused, flexible, creative, entrepreneurial, community-integrated work groups.  
"Thankfully we didn’t make strict walls around what you can and can’t support: that wouldn’t work at all.  We’re defined more around the people that we support: as they grow, we grow with them.  If you define the technologies or processes you can’t grow."

"There is so much change all over the place that we need to rely on each other and we need to be growing flexibly into roles we haven’t even imagined yet, which means that traditional training for administrative roles is a very outmoded industrial age thing; we need to make room for every person student, faculty, staff member to . . . be creative and to do what needs doing and to innovate.  Recognize what needs to be done and have the freedom to do it on the edges of the institution . . . "

"We’re writing more and more explicitly into job descriptions the kind of flexibility and adaptability and that needs to be there or the whole shebang doesn’t work.  Things are ambiguous often and that has to be OK for people; that has to be exciting."

9.  As our roles change, creating meaningful opportunities for professional development becomes crucial.

"The people in this world are devoted to learning.  You have to give them professional development.  If they stop learning they wither."

"Staff learning and autonomy and development need to be high priorities and because of budget constraints they have not been as a rule in our organizations . . . It makes learning and staff evolution a higher priority than it's ever been."

10.  Managing the effects of change on people is perhaps our most salient challenge.  

"This whole idea that what IT people do is changing is something that everyone is going to have to face."

"Me saying 'it's all about change, we’re change agents, and that means we ourselves have to change' doesn’t help people feel comfortable."

"It would be very nice to have a 60 - 90 minute meeting at our cabinet level about what it actually means to do professional development across our organization and what you might be saying is the person might not be necessary anymore."

C. STRATEGIC ACTIONS
The five Strategic Actions are the main, forward-looking decisions, commitments to act, or planned actions our interviewees' organizations have undertaken in response to the trends and needs identified in the first two sections of this document.  
11.  We’re rebuilding library and I.T. organizations to thrive in the post-"sole provider" era.

"We’re actively engaged in looking at . . . all models predicated on our being the sole provider . . . we need to readjust."

"Control issues are things that we need to work through . . . We’re not the only game in town anymore.  The MISO survey was shocking -- where they go for research help and how they don’t think they need reference help."

"We have to figure out what is our role if we’re not the control freaks.  Because we can't control it . . . if we try to control it, people will be pissed off and find other ways to do things . . . The common issue is that the world has changed and the change has meant library and IT staff have lost control and now we need to find a different role for ourselves where we still add value."

12.  We're engaging the community and building relationships with other academic support units, attempting to be visible, and to communicate well.  We’re increasing collaboration with peer institutions.

"One major way we’re responding is by actively cultivating our partnerships with our academic resource colleagues . . . Partnerships is a major strategy."

"The collaboration piece that’s required here doesn’t come easy to library and IT staff . . . To stop and think 'I can’t make a unilateral declaration here . . . I’m going to have to listen to what other people say and take that into account.'  It’s less efficient, more time consuming, and harder to do than just making a decision and moving forwards." 

"I do feel strongly that advocacy for the connections with peer institutions . . . seems essential to figuring out what we can do well. . . this is not the time to stop talking to other schools."

"Another good way forward for us and other small institutions who struggle with resources is to collaborate . . . sharing people, share training, professional development."

13.  We’re turning to a re-working of the traditional library “liaison” role as one way we’ll integrate with the community.

"We’ve shifted to a more upping the sense of responsibility that liaisons have to the departments and faculty they serve--that their number one responsibility is to know them and engage with them and be able to represent them."

"The idea of the liaison program . . . the concept of people out in the field and connected with their disciplines and doing more complete things, not just reference or research or instruction . . . a very holistic approach is what we’re trying to do . . . the idea of that is good . . . meeting with our community and having constant open communication is just critical with all the changes coming on."

14.  We’re also beginning to advocate for a climate that can encourage and reward risk-taking.

"You have to create safe spaces for people to take risks.  The institutions that can do that will be the places people will want to work and the places people want to go to school.  And the places that don’t are going to get left behind."

15.  An increasing desire to better understand our users is leading towards incorporating qualitative research in our ways of knowing.  We’re rethinking the evidence we gather for decision-making. 

"We’re using more ethnographic methods of trying to understand how faculty are doing their work."

