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SCONUL, the representative body for higher education and national libraries in the UK and Ireland, has been concerned for some years about the uneven provision of library and information support for the growing numbers of distance learning students.  In 1999 it set up a task force to examine the issue and this briefing paper is an abridged version of its full report to SCONUL members, which is published simultaneously.

Summary of recommendations

General recommendation: SCONUL should accept this report as the basis for a standard for distance learning provision for member higher education libraries.

Recommendation 1:  SCONUL should seek to influence appropriate organisations to ensure that all the funding implications of distance learning courses are recognised by institutions, and adequately addressed at institutional and national level.

Recommendation 2: SCONUL should seek to influence the Quality Assurance Agency, and professional and statutory bodies as appropriate, to include library and information services for distance learners in their assessment of the quality of distance learning provision

Recommendation 3: SCONUL should encourage libraries to seek cross-sectoral partnerships where mutual benefits may be found.

Recommendation 4: SCONUL should support the principles and practice of UK Libraries Plus and seek to extend its coverage to all HEI libraries. 

Recommendation 5: SCONUL and UCISA (the Universities and Colleges Information Systems Association) should work to facilitate remote and reciprocal access to networks and electronic resources, e.g. via a ‘UK Computers Plus’ scheme.

Introduction

Distance learning poses challenges for students, for library and information services, and for higher education institutions and has become important in the political and higher education arena.

Influential factors from several directions, from national policy to institutional marketing strategy, underline the move towards more distance learning and resource sharing.  This is seen in Government policy, which embraces lifelong learning, social inclusion and widening access to education and information.

Wider access to communications and information technology and to web-based delivery of education and information is receiving governmental support.   The National Grid for Learning
, the People’s Network
, UfI and learndirect
, and the Government’s new learning centres in deprived areas are all initiatives which promote widening access, and taking education to people.  The e-University proposal
 gives further support for networked delivery of information.  There is a growing sense that educational and information resources should be readily available and accessible, and institutional or library boundaries and restrictions have little validity for the consumer of the information.

Distance learning may be considered an attractive solution to some of the challenges posed, both for students choosing part-time or distance learning, and for institutions in an increasingly competitive environment.

These challenges include: 

· expansion of student numbers, putting pressure on the infrastructure of universities 

· widening access to students with work or family commitments, and to learners with disabilities

· work-based learning, continuing professional development, corporate universities

· the change in student support funding in UK higher education from grants to loans

· globalisation of the market place with new partnerships between HEIs and institutions or companies outside the world of education

· C&IT provide the means for distance delivery to places of learning, work and homes

As these and other factors become more important, the balance of ‘traditional’ to distance learning will shift, and distance learning will become part of the mainstream provision for HEIs and their libraries.  It seems clear that all students could benefit from the flexibility and personalised nature of the specialist services on offer to distance learners and other types of non-traditional students.  A trend towards flexible provision is evident in other services such as retail, banking and telecommunications, where the use of technology means that the physical location of the customer is becoming increasingly irrelevant.  Higher education in general, and library and information services in particular, should be working towards the provision of flexible, ‘any time, any place’ services for all their users.

Our approach
We have adopted the following definition:

distance learners are those who are separated by distance or by available time from the institution at which they are registered for a course of study.  

By this we mean any students who live so far away from their institution as to make it difficult or impossible for them to derive the same benefit from existing library services as other students, or those whose personal or work circumstances may prevent them from attending at times which make it possible to benefit from those services.  Some students may fall into both categories.

It does, of course, leave open the question of exactly how an institution or library should decide whether a student's circumstances warrant the provision of specialist services.  This in turn depends on the nature of the ‘regular’ services already offered to all students, and on whether an excessive take-up of specialist services might have a detrimental effect on the regular services.  Costing of specialist services may also affect decisions on who is eligible for them: services provided on a cost-recovery basis may safely be offered to a greater number of students than free services, but clearly the take-up of the former is likely to be lower.  Institutions must make their own decisions about these issues; the aim of the present report is to promote equity of provision for all students, raise awareness of existing good practice and inform colleagues of the issues which must be taken into consideration when planning services for distance learning students.

Our proposals are based on the following principles:  educational value, responsibility of the home institution, and equity of provision.

The QAA Guidelines on the Quality Assurance of Distance Learning provide that ‘The provision of programmes of study by distance learning should form part of an explicit strategy for achieving an institution’s stated aims, and the distance learning system or systems should be designed and developed in ways that will give effect to the strategy.’

Realistic institutional responsibilities
The institution has a clear responsibility to the students it enrols:  the Follett report
 affirms ‘It is the responsibility of each HEI to make proper provision for the library needs of its students and staff’.  This reflects ‘the important principle that responsibility for ensuring that the library needs of students and staff [are met] lies with their host institution; each institution may find various ways of discharging that responsibility, but it is clear where it lies’.  In these statements the Follett report makes no distinction between the type of student: ‘traditional’, part-time, distance or any other kind of learner.  

It is unrealistic to impose a condition of equality on institutional provision for distance learners: their personal circumstances and/or the nature of their course may prohibit ‘equal’ access to the range of services an institution offers to campus-based students. Institutions should strive for equity, equivalence or comparability of provision whereby inequalities may be compensated, so ensuring that distance learners are not subject to disadvantage, caused or imposed by the institution.  Likewise, services for distance learners should not be provided to the detriment of other users.

Involving library and information services in the planning and validation of courses: 

· informs the library and information services of new courses and changes to courses

· ensures that the library and information needs of the students are considered and assessed as part of course development, e.g. by developing a profile of the information needs of distance learners

· facilitates the planning of  library and information services in support of distance learners

· enables realistic assessment of the resource implications of providing library and information services to support distance learners

· helps the library and information service in bidding for funds, as appropriate, to develop services in support of distance learners

Cost implications
Distance learning courses are not a cheap option.  

A library which provides an equitable information service to distance learners is likely to incur additional costs associated with postage, copyright clearance, photocopying etc, as well as staff time to assist learners (often out of core hours), provide targeted information in print or via the web, liaise with academic staff, and so on.

There are different ways of meeting the costs of such provision, for instance:

· the student pays directly for each transaction (e.g. postal loan)

· the department transfers funds to the library to meet the costs of the service

· the library meets all costs from within its own budget

· the institution provides funds for an additional premium library service

Different institutions will adopt different models, or a combination of models, but it is important that the library identifies the specific costs associated with services to distance learners and includes these in its budget plans.  Costs should be auditable.

Distance learners require support from other university departments as well as the library.  Other central departments such as the registry, computer centre and student counselling units are likely to have to adjust their regular services to meet the specific needs of distance learners, while the impact on academic departments will be great.  There may be a case for the funding of distance learning courses to be addressed at national level by the government, in liaison with the funding councils and other relevant bodies, such as Universities UK.  Current policies for widening access to education (see for example the People's Network initiative
, and the report Empowering the Learning Community
) can be implemented effectively only if the funding issues are addressed from a national perspective.

The actual funding model adopted to support distance learning is less important in the end than ensuring that individual learners are fully informed about any financial implications for them in undertaking a distance learning course, and that they are clear about what kind of support is, and is not, provided for them while they are studying.

Recommendation 1:  SCONUL should seek to influence appropriate organisations to ensure that all the funding implications of distance learning courses are recognised by institutions, and adequately addressed at institutional and national level.

Recommendation 2: SCONUL should seek to influence the Quality Assurance Agency, and professional and statutory bodies as appropriate, to include library and information services for distance learners in their assessment of the quality of distance learning provision
The importance of access
The needs and expectations of the distance learning student can best be summed up in one word: access.  Students will require timely access to information, space, and help in a manner that matches their needs. This will include for example, access to different sorts of study space, such as quiet study space, group study rooms and study areas equipped with PCs and possibly printers.  It will embrace access to relevant information resources in a variety of formats, e.g. print, electronic, audio-visual, multimedia, etc., and, where applicable, the equipment required to utilise that format.  Students will also need the full range of support services including traditional library services, such as issues and reservations, IT support, information and advice on learning, and information retrieval and analysis.

Numerous studies, both published and unpublished have identified that access to library and information services geographically close and convenient to their place of work, and/or their home, is the prime requirement of students.  This applies particularly to students separated by distance or by available time from the institution at which they are registered for a course of study.  The most effective solution to this from the learner’s perspective may be reciprocal access, with or without limited borrowing facilities, to library and information services across the UK.  This would meet the student’s need for access to information, space and help.

Distance learners will expect libraries to provide services that satisfy most or all of their information and learning support needs. This is a perfectly reasonable expectation, yet libraries may well struggle to provide such a service.   For the learner, the key issue is access, not who provides it.  Distance learners are paying customers who are more demanding of good service, and are less interested in who delivers at their point of need. 

All HEIs face the challenge to a greater or lesser extent of providing services at a distance, and will do so increasingly as what may be considered a specialist or add-on service becomes more mainstream provision.  Further collaboration between HEI libraries has become a necessity for ideological, practical and financial reasons. 

The Follett report
 supports collaboration: ‘Notwithstanding the prime responsibility of individual institutions to provide for the library needs of their own staff and students, there is scope in some cases for them to discharge this responsibility through collaborative arrangements with other institutions or groups of institutions’.  

While more information is accessible over networks, this does not remove the need for access to a physical library. 

Recommendation 3: SCONUL should encourage libraries to seek cross-sectoral partnerships where mutual benefits may be found.

Recommendation 4: SCONUL should support the principles and practice of UK Libraries Plus and seek to extend its coverage to all HEI libraries. 

Access to IT services
Though we have concentrated on library services to distance learners, we have also initiated discussions with UCISA (Universities and Colleges Information Systems Association) over the parallel needs for access to IT facilities, networks and information resources.

Recommendation 5: SCONUL and UCISA (the Universities and Colleges Information Systems Association) should work to facilitate remote and reciprocal access to networks and electronic resources, e.g. via a ‘UK Computers Plus’ scheme.

Conclusion: responsibility with the home institution; practical provision may be shared
While responsibility undoubtedly lies with the home institution to ensure adequate and equitable library and information support for its students’ needs, and we have suggested ways in which that responsibility might be met, we believe that collaborative provision of a reciprocal nature will be of increasing value.  

In this, the work of the Task Force was fortunately timed as it coincided with an important national initiative in reciprocal access and borrowing schemes:  UK Libraries Plus.  This scheme has since gone from strength to strength, with the recruitment at the time of writing of its 100th member library.  The Task Force fully endorses UK Libraries Plus: indeed, our principle recommendation is that all SCONUL member libraries join the scheme.  The advantages to users are self-evident in providing them with a library and information service close to their location.  The safeguards to libraries are that the host library may restrict the type of material borrowable by guest users; the home library remains responsible for the conduct of its students when they visit other libraries; and the scheme is voluntary so that institutions may join for a year without commitment to long-term membership.  

Reciprocal schemes and the many developments taking place at local, regional, national and international level are of great benefit to distance learners based in or connected to UK institutions.  As education becomes global, services delivered at a distance become increasingly vital to users, and it is our responsibility as information providers to take up the challenge and continue to widen access to information.

General recommendation: SCONUL should accept this report as the basis for a standard for distance learning provision for member higher education libraries.
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