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Executive summary
The Task Force on Access for Distance Learners was created by SCONUL to address the library and information needs of people studying at a distance from their home institution.  In doing this, the report views access in its wider sense of access to space in which to work, access to information resources in print or electronic format, and access to help and information support.  The socio-political and higher educational environment which influences distance learning is summarised.  A number of principles are articulated which underpin institutional provision for distance learners: of educational values and objectives, the responsibility of the home institution in the provision of services, and the need for equity of provision for all learners.  Section 7 suggests a number of approaches to the delivery of services, which can be used as a checklist for libraries as required.  Reciprocal access agreements, in particular the recently emerged UK Libraries Plus scheme, are advocated as a cost-effective and beneficial way of improving access and resource sharing.  Finally, reference is made to a number of new developments which will impact on the delivery of services at a distance. The report is intended for a wide audience, from senior management in libraries and in higher education, to practitioners working within libraries and learning resource environments.  The Task Force hopes that its report will therefore prove useful in a variety of circumstances.

Recommendations

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

Recommendation 1:  That SCONUL 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:  That SCONUL seek to influence the QAA, 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:  That SCONUL encourage libraries to seek cross-sectoral partnerships where mutual benefits may be found.

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

Recommendation 5:  That SCONUL and UCISA work to facilitate remote and reciprocal access to networks and electronic resources, e.g. via a ‘UK Computers Plus’ scheme.

Recommendation 6:  That SCONUL and UCISA work together to monitor and contribute to the e-University initiative.

1 Introduction
1 Background
In 1999, the Society of College, National and University Libraries
, which is the representative body for higher education and national libraries in the UK and Ireland, created a Task Force on Access for Distance Learners to address the library and information needs of distance learners registered in higher education institutions.  A previous Task Force addressed the problems of students at home in the vacations needing access to higher education library services.  Their work led to the endorsement of the SCONUL Vacation Access Scheme, which provides for any student registered at a SCONUL member institution to use any other SCONUL member library during that library’s vacation, and to the creation of an agreement on access to all higher education libraries for all researchers in higher education.  No provision has been made, however, for students who are permanently resident at a distance from the institution at which they are registered. Distance learning poses different challenges for students, for library and information services, and for higher education institutions (HEIs) and has become an important consideration in the political and higher education arena.  The new SCONUL Task Force was formed to address the issues. The membership of the Task Force is in appendix A.

1 Terms of reference and remit
The full terms of reference and remit of the Task Force are in appendix B.  They can be summarised as advising SCONUL on the issues of distance learning and proposing guidelines for responsibilities and good practice for member HEI libraries.

1 Methodology
The Task Force met on several occasions over a year.  Members reviewed the literature of distance learning, of which there is a great deal especially from the United States, and informed themselves on services and on examples of good practice, some of which are listed in appendix C.  Inevitably some will have been missed and their omission is in no way intended as a criticism. The ACRL guidelines
 demonstrate that the issues facing service providers are equally significant on both sides of the Atlantic.

2 Environment 
Distance learning is not a new phenomenon, but it has grown considerably over the last few years, and will undoubtedly become more important.  A number of influential factors from national policy to institutional marketing strategy underline the move towards more distance learning and resource sharing.  This is seen in public and government policy, which embrace lifelong learning, social inclusion and widening access to education and information.

2 Political framework - Education
The Dearing report
 set the agenda for opening up higher education to students from a wider variety of socio-economic backgrounds and abilities, and a wider age-range. The Kennedy report
 on further education continued the theme of widening participation to education and co-operation between higher and further education.  The Fryer report
 placed emphasis on improving lives through lifelong learning.  More students will be coming into further and higher education from non-traditional educational backgrounds, or from the workplace, and at different stages in their lives, increasing the numbers of students for whom part-time or distance learning are the only options.

2 Political framework - Communications and information technology
Wider access to communications and information technology (C&IT) and to web-based delivery of education and information is also 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.  Following these and other developments, 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.

2 Higher education
Many critical factors are affecting our higher education system, and distance learning may be considered an attractive solution to some of the challenges posed, both for the students whose circumstances influence them towards choosing part-time or distance learning, and for the institutions in an increasingly competitive environment.

Some of these are:

· the expansion of student numbers is putting pressure on the infrastructure of universities to keep pace with the speed and size of growth in numbers 

· 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 and increasingly allow education and information to penetrate more efficiently 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 more flexible provision is evident in the development of 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.

3 Definition
The Task Force noted the increasing number and range of distance learning schemes already operating throughout the UK, providing services for disabled students, part-time students, students registered on particular types of courses (e.g. nursing, education, MBA programmes), and also students registered on any course which is defined by the institution as a ‘distance learning’ course.

In this context, to attempt to define distance learners or distance learning could already be superfluous.  Nevertheless, for libraries in HEIs which are seeking to satisfy the information requirements of a group of students with specialised needs, a definition, however transitional, can provide a focus to the design of services.

For the purposes of this report, therefore, the Task Force defines distance learners as follows:

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 the institution at which they are registered 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 (section 7 and appendix C) and inform colleagues of the issues which must be taken into consideration when planning services for distance learning students (section 5).

We recognise that the above definition, which is deliberately user-centred, is narrower than that used by many institutions in relation to courses of study, and we note here the institution-centred definition of the Guidelines on the Quality Assurance of Distance Learning produced by the Quality Assurance Agency
:

‘”distance learning” has been taken to mean a way of providing higher education that involves the transfer to the students location of the materials that form the main basis of study, rather than the student moving to the location of the resource provider’ 
4 Principles
4 The report is based on the following principles:  educational value, responsibility of the home institution, and equity of provision.

4 The QAA Guidelines on the Quality Assurance of Distance Learning state 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.’

4 Institutions must have clear objectives for the educative outcomes of distance learning, thus providing a framework in which to manage the expectations of distance learning students.  Distance learning courses or enrolments should not be offered purely for marketing reasons; they need to be underpinned by sound pedagogic principles and educational outcomes, and offer value for money to the institution and the student.  Clear articulation of the strategic objectives of the institution, and the role of distance learning courses within that context, will help manage the expectations of staff and students, whilst ensuring quality of provision.  

4 The institution has a clear responsibility to students it enrols:  the Follett report
 (para 13, p. 6) 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’ (para 151, p.39).  In these statements the Follett report makes no distinction between the type of student: ‘traditional’, part-time, distance or any other kind of learner.  The principle of responsibility is established.

4 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.

5 Organisation and management
5 Course planning and validation
5 Within the institution, as part of the planning and validation process, the preparation of a course to be delivered wholly or partially by distance learning must include appropriate consultation with the library and IT services, in order to give full consideration to the particular needs of the students who will follow the course and any issues which are specific to it.

5 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

5 Involvement in curriculum development can be achieved in many ways, e.g. through membership of relevant academic committees, new course approval and validation procedures.

5 Library and information services should be involved in the monitoring and evaluation of courses to ensure integration with the academic provision.  This can be achieved by the mechanisms outlined above and by inclusion of library and information services provision in formal quality assurance procedures, including monitoring and evaluation processes.

5 Funding 

5 Distance learning courses are not a cheap option.  There is sometimes a tendency to assume that savings can be made by offering courses on a distance learning basis, as the students will require minimal study and teaching space, their course materials can be delivered via the web, etc.  It may also be argued that greater numbers of students may be recruited to a course if they can choose to study at home and at their own pace.

5 As the ACRL guidelines state: ‘Traditional on-campus library services cannot be stretched to meet the library needs of distance learning students and faculty, who face distinct and different challenges involving library access and information delivery’

5 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.

5 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

5 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, and it may be necessary for libraries to liaise with their finance departments to explore alternative payment methods such as smart cards, credit cards, or direct debit transactions.  Any income generated by services to distance learning students ideally will be retained within the library budget, but libraries should ensure that specialist services are not supported at the expense of more traditional provision for ‘ordinary’ students.  Libraries may also need to persuade their library committees and other bodies that reciprocal schemes such as UK Libraries Plus
 (see section 8.9 below) do not simply represent a cost to the home institution in terms of access by other students, but can also relieve the pressure on the home institution by sharing resources effectively with other institutions.

5 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 (formerly the Committee of Vice-Chancellors and Principals).  Current policies for widening access to education and fostering cross-sectoral collaboration (see for example the People’s Network initiative
, and the report Empowering the Learning Community
) can only be implemented effectively if the funding issues are addressed from a national perspective.

5 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.

5 Recommendation 1:  That SCONUL find ways to lobby 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.
5 Staffing
5 Staff involved in the development and provision of distance learning courses will include a wide range of roles, including executive, academic, professional, administrative and support.  In terms of library and information services the institution should provide the necessary resources for the required professional and support staff, enabling the library to achieve its stated aims in support of distance learning, thereby helping the institution to achieve its strategic objectives.

5 Library and information services should:

· endeavour to ensure that staffing levels reflect the particular needs of the institution’s distance learning course(s) in an appropriate balance of professional, support and administrative staff

· ensure that the skills and knowledge of the relevant library and information services staff reflect the particular needs of the distance learning course(s), including having staff with the skills and subject knowledge to identify and assess the information needs of distance learners

· facilitate the training and development of the relevant staff to maintain and enhance their skills and knowledge

5 While some libraries set up specialist units with dedicated staff to support distance learners others will not be able to afford to do so. There should, however, be a named person with responsibility for co-ordinating the distance learning service who will be able to review the totality of provision, provide leadership, make decisions, respond to queries, provide training, and liaise with course providers.  This approach can be particularly valuable in the early stages of service development, giving a focus to the service and an important link between users and providers.

5 Policies
5 Library services should ensure that their policies and procedures reflect the profile of needs of distance learners as well as other categories of users.  Indicative examples include:

· circulation policies, e.g. loan periods, user categories, fines

· collection management and development policies, including acquisitions, relegation and disposal

· access policies and opening hours, both to physical collections and for remote access, e.g. to networks

5 Legislation, guidelines and codes of practice 
5 In supporting distance learners, library and information services will need to consider a number of legal issues.  These include:

· copyright for inter-library loan and/or document delivery
;

· licensing for remote access to electronic resources and/or software applications
;

· compliance with the other legislation and best practice guidelines such as data protection
, disability discrimination
, freedom of information
, equal opportunities

5 There will also be institutional guidelines, policies and codes of practice within which the library and information service must operate, e.g. on health and safety, or remote access to networks.

5 Managing and administering each of the above will require the library and information service to develop the appropriate procedures and processes, e.g. mechanisms for dealing with copyright declaration forms in print and/or electronic format.  This may require liaison with the relevant departments within the institution, e.g. the institution’s legal adviser.

5 Collaborative provision
5 To ensure cost effective delivery of high quality services in support of distance learners the home institution and library or information service will need to manage collaborative provision within the university, which will involve the faculty or department delivering the course, other central services such as the academic secretariat or registrar’s office, computing services, etc. This might be achieved informally or formally through service level agreements. Library and information services should continue to develop regional and/or cross-sector co-operation and collaboration to support distance learners, as discussed, for example, in the report Empowering the Learning Community
, or national initiatives, such as UK Libraries Plus  (see section 8.9 below).

5 Library and information services will also wish to exploit technological developments e.g. for enabling remote access to data sets, or support for electronic enquiry and reference services across different time zones.

5 Communication
5 Effective two-way communication with students should start as early as possible, i.e. during recruitment, as it is the most effective way of managing expectations. After enrolment, continued good communication with the students remains essential.

5 Communication between course designers and library and information service providers at the time when a course is being planned and validated will ensure that the needs of distance learners are recognised and addressed in timely fashion.

5 Feedback from users, both academic staff and students, about the service for distance learners should be sought regularly, and responded to.

5 Guides and policy statements should be readily available.  Attention should be given to the following:

· promotional literature, e.g. prospectuses, flyers

· statements outlining the objectives of the service, relevant policies, procedures, etc

· providing clear and readily accessible guidelines to the library and information services provided, and, equally importantly, explanation as to what cannot be provided and why

· guidance, information and training for academic, administrative and support staff involved in student recruitment as appropriate. 

5 Channels of communication should be provided to distance learners via a mix of appropriate media: telephone, email, mail, web, face-to-face.

5 Effective communication is a way of managing expectations, and helps to ensure that students will not be disappointed by unmet and/or unrealistic expectations. Students may be satisfied with a limited service if they know what is available, and how they can use it to best effect to support their learning.

5 Quality assurance
5 Library and information services should regularly review their services to ensure continuing high quality, value for money and relevance to users, as well as taking advantage of developments that facilitate the provision of enhanced library and information services for distance learners. 

5 Assessment and monitoring of user needs, and gathering of user feedback from academic staff and students should be ongoing activities, complemented by regular monitoring and evaluation of the effectiveness of the service.  Library and information services need to be able to demonstrate how, and to what extent, they are meeting defined user needs and how they are responding to user feedback. This can be achieved by a variety of methods, including:

· user surveys 

· benchmarking

· review of service performance against objectives

· participation in course meetings

5 Library and information services should establish the most effective combinations in liaison with the relevant academic departments, i.e. those providing the distance learning course.

5 Where support for distance learners is provided in collaboration with other services or departments, or with other organisations, whether through reciprocal access schemes or regional co-operation, or via validation or franchise agreements, quality assurance measures should cover these areas in an appropriate fashion, that recognises the nature of the relationship and the independence of the collaborating department or organisation.

5 Library and information services should be included, and actively participate, in external quality assurance assessments.  This will include assessment by the Quality Assurance Agency for Higher Education and by professional and statutory bodies, e.g. the Teacher Training Agency, the Law Society or the Institute of Electrical Engineers, in their validation or accreditation processes.

5 The quality of distance learning courses and services in support of distance learning students should be assured by measures comparable to those used for other courses and categories of student. The QAA guidelines on the provision of distance learning do not recognise the need for the quality of library and information services to be assessed as integral to the quality of the distance learning course itself. 

5 Recommendation 2:  That SCONUL seek to influence the QAA, 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

6 Users’ needs and expectations
6 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.

6 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.

6 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.  Users’ expectations have become and continue to become more sophisticated, for which there are plenty of socio-economic and financial reasons. 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.  This makes it imperative that library and information services assess their users’ needs, and continually monitor and review their provision to ensure as close a match as possible between student needs and the library and information services offered to meet them.

7 Services to meet users’ needs
7 Context
7 Many libraries have well-established services for distance learners, integrated into main-stream provision, or provided by specialist units, or in combination.  Libraries may deliver services to distance learners in various ways including:

· by the home library, remotely and/or directly

· by collaboration between departments within the home HEI, e.g. between the library and computing services, remotely and/or directly

· by collaboration between the home library and library and information services in the locality of the distance learner.

7 In consultation with the parent organisation, each library will need to decide whether support for distance learners will be provided as a core service or as an additional or premium service, and whether the services will be provided remotely, directly or in collaboration with other organisations. From such decisions, judgements about remaining management and policy issues, such as supporting infrastructure and funding will be guided.

7 Some examples of good practice of library and information service provision in support of distance learners can be found in appendix C.

7 When considering which services to develop, and on what time scales, HEIs should recognise the enhanced level of library and information services support that can result for all students as a consequence of delivering the same sorts of support effectively for distance learners.  Not all libraries will be able to provide all the services listed below, and we recommend that they start modestly according to their means and enhance services when they can.  However, some services can be developed with few or no additional resources, although a review of organisational priorities and aims may be required to facilitate this. 

7 All the services required have been grouped below under the three headings of access to space, to information and to help.

7 Access to space
7 Access to suitable study space is important for any student.  For distance learners access to suitable study space can be both particularly important, and hard to find.  This is because they are often hindered by the competing demands of other commitments, e.g. home and work, and because they may not have ready access to the library of the HEI with whom they are registered. The type of study space a student requires varies throughout their course of study.  At times group study space will be needed to facilitate discussion, completion of team project work, etc. At other times students will require silent study space or access to equipment, e.g. PCs, microform readers, copiers, etc.

7 HEIs can facilitate access to appropriate study space for their distance learners by any of the following methods:

· (reciprocal) arrangements with organisations local to the home or work place of the student, this does not have to be restricted to other academic institutions

· providing and promoting details of suitable study locations for distance learners, e.g. local public libraries, relevant local cooperatives, national cooperatives such as UK Libraries Plus, etc.

· paying another agency, usually a library, to provide services, e.g. out of regular hours

· paying for, or subsidising, any fees required to enable the distance learner to use alternative facilities for study space

7 Access to information
7 Ready and timely access to a wide range of relevant information resources is a key element of the students’ learning experience.  With the continued growth of student centered, independent learning, and decreasing contact hours, the significance of access to information in relation to student achievement increases. 

7 Library and information services can ensure that distance learners have access to current information resources by any or all of the following services:

· remote registration facilities, e.g. online, fax, telephone, or post

· remote delivery, e.g. by post or courier services, of library stock

· document delivery, inter-library loans, inter-campus loans, reservations, etc. ordered from, and delivered to, the student’s home or work place

· provision of study materials in a suitable format, e.g. course packs

· extended or flexible loan periods and loan allowances

· loan of items for which access is normally restricted, e.g. bones, artifacts, reference works

· collection of items for loan by proxy

· grace periods on fines and/or waiving fines

· photocopying and other reproduction facilities involving, as required, intermediaries and subsequent delivery of the material to the student

· identification of relevant information sources and their location by an intermediary, e.g. a mediated catalogue search, and assessment of the availability of identified items from a library and information service in the locality of the student

· mediated literature searches with delivery of results directly to the student in print or online

· provision of equipment, e.g. PCs, by loan, subsidised purchase, or lease-hire

· remote access to networks

· remote access to electronic resources, e.g. databases, digital images, electronic journals, table of contents and document delivery services

· remote and on-site access to software applications with interoperability and compatibility between locations, e.g. the same versions of word processing software

· identification and promotion of reciprocal arrangements in the locality of the distance learners

· identification of alternative library and information services in the locality of the learner

· funding, where applicable, for access to library and information services local to the learner

7 Many of the above ways of facilitating access to information can be provided by a variety of methods, possibly tailored to meet the needs of particular individuals or cohorts of students.  Some can be delivered remotely by postal and courier services, by digital and/or electronic services such as fax, email, or the Internet, or by reciprocal arrangements with other library and information services.  Remote delivery complements, rather than replaces, direct delivery of library and information services.  

7 The optimum means of delivery for the student will depend upon his/her circumstances, including the chosen course of study.  Many services can be delivered most effectively to the learner by a library and information service close to his/her place of work or home location, through reciprocal arrangements between library and information services or their parent organisations.

7 Access to help
7 Accessible, responsive, user-oriented help, advice, and support for distance learners is imperative.  Distance learners often have little contact with their peers or the academic staff delivering the course, and much of that contact will be indirect, by email, fax and phone.  For these reasons distance learners often have a higher dependence on the forms of support available to them, than other students. Support for distance learners should include most or all of the following:

· remote and on-site information and advice on IT, covering hardware, software and connectivity

· remote help desk and enquiry desk services

· information and advice on learning

· training and support for essay writing, reference management and citation

· training and support in information searching, retrieval, and evaluation skills

· training and support in document management

· information and support for subject searching and resource discovery

· packages of training tools and/or software applications, available online, on floppy disc or CD-ROM, e.g. the Deakin Toolkit

· information and advice on alternative library and information services

7 Distance learners will potentially need help and advice at every stage in their library and computer use, delivered in a variety of ways: web-based, fax, postal, telephone and face-to-face.  This is potentially the most difficult and costly, and possibly the most needed and valued, aspect of distance learning service provision.  In order to respond to the personalised needs of learners, libraries will wish to consider partnerships with other institutions in the UK or abroad, who might deliver help and support under a franchise agreement.  Some libraries are already exploring collaboration with libraries to develop help-desks, in the UK and in other countries across time-zones, to enable 24/7 access to help.

8 Reciprocal access
8 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. 

8 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’ (para 21, p. 7).  

8 While more information is accessible over networks, this does not remove the need for access to a physical library. The importance of such access is demonstrated in research by Unwin, Bolton and Stephens
: ‘library use plays a major part in helping distance learning students develop a student identity’, which many wanted to do.  A survey cited by Brophy, Craven and Fisher
 ‘showed that despite the approach of the Open University of supplying monographs which contain ‘all the materials which students require for the successful completion of their courses’, 70% of Open University students used a library (other than the OU library) for some of the reading material for the OU studies’.  The ‘ability to borrow books from other university libraries’ was one of the top four rated priorities of DL students at Sheffield Hallam University.

8 Reciprocal access schemes complement the provision of the home library service to distance learning students.  While the majority of reciprocal schemes are among higher education libraries, other libraries may also offer levels of access: public libraries, national libraries, and specialist or professional  information services are all of potential use to distance learners. The role of public libraries in supporting distance learners is very significant.  The EARL: Get Online
 and DERAL: Distance Education in Rural Areas via Libraries
 initiatives in particular could serve to support students who are at a distance from their home institution but who may have easy access to a local public library.

8 Higher education libraries should seek cross-sectoral partnerships where reciprocal benefits may be found.  Such collaboration fits in with the resource sharing agenda, and may lead to wider agreements which benefit both libraries and their users.  The various regional information strategies which are being created could also lead to further reciprocal access agreements, in the wider arena of museums, galleries and archives.  The key to success is managed and negotiated access, where all parties respect the mission and goals of the collaborating institutions and mutual benefits are sought.  Unacceptable imbalances or perceived injustices will cause any nascent relationship to founder.

8 Recommendation 3:  That SCONUL encourage libraries to seek cross-sectoral partnerships where mutual benefits may be found.
8 Reciprocal access between libraries, in higher education, or cross-sectoral, can provide a geographical extension to library services in a cost effective way, provided that three principles are adhered to.  They are:

· the responsibility of each HEI to provide, in some manner, support for students registered on its programmes of study, including access to library and information services

· reciprocal access schemes should be of mutual, if not necessarily equal, benefit to all partners

· members of reciprocal access schemes should guarantee to accept responsibility for the behaviour of students registered on its programmes, and any adverse outcomes from that behaviour, e.g. loss of, or damage to library materials.

8 There may be barriers to be overcome in designing and promoting reciprocal arrangements, such as local resistance to resource sharing by academic or administrative staff, or by controlling committees, on financial or competitive grounds.  There are often fears, particularly among research libraries or those in a metropolitan area that reciprocal access will cause imbalance and put services, stocks and space under too much pressure, where staff and funding are already stretched.  The number of local reciprocal access and borrowing agreements, among HEIs and across sectors, indicates the value that libraries and users are placing on such schemes, and the increasing openness in institutions in seeking them.   A table of reciprocal access schemes in the UK appears in this report as appendix D. Barriers are becoming permeable, through the practice of good will, as experience with UK Libraries Plus (see below) demonstrates.

8 UK Libraries Plus
8 In the UK, a reciprocal access and borrowing scheme called UK Libraries Plus
 (UKLP) was started in autumn 1999 among HEI libraries.  Support for it grew quickly, so that by the end of its first year of operation, it had more than 80 libraries as members, and by January 2001 the 100th library had joined the scheme. UKLP provides for reciprocal borrowing among participating libraries for distance and part-time learners, and for full-time students on placements, and for reference access for other users.  Key principles are:

· mutual benefit between institutions to avoid imbalance and inequity, 

· the home library takes responsibility for providing core services, for ensuring that the users in the scheme are in good standing, and for guarantees to reimburse the host library in the event of abuse of the arrangement.

8 UKLP was based on the successful London Plus scheme which operated among HEI libraries in London from 1988.  The first year of UKLP operation demonstrated that the principles of reciprocity can be extended across the country.  In the first six months of the scheme, 1300 students registered as borrowers.  No problems have emerged to jeopardise the operation of the scheme.  On the basis of a successful first year, the scheme has been continued and now encompasses 100 HEI libraries, well over half of all UK HEIs.  61% of all UK full-time higher education students are eligible to join the scheme for reference, and 51% of all part-time students are eligible to join for borrowing.  The scheme is now in its second successful year with expanding membership, and, being simple for users to understand and libraries to administer, has proved to be beneficial without being burdensome.  An evaluation of the first year of UK Libraries Plus was carried out on behalf of the Task Force and the summary appears in this report as appendix E.

8 Recommendation 4:  That SCONUL support the principles and practice of UK Libraries Plus and seek to extend its coverage to all HEI libraries. 
9 Access to IT services 
9 Given the nature and remit of SCONUL itself, the present Task Force has concentrated on the provision of library services to distance learners.  We have however also initiated discussions with UCISA
, the Universities and Colleges Information Systems Association, over the parallel needs of distance learners for remote access to IT facilities, to networks and information resources.  

9 A report
 on the issues surrounding remote access to home institutions has been produced by John Heap at Leeds Metropolitan University. The Task Force welcomes this report, and encourages SCONUL and UCISA to work closely in the future to implement its recommendations.  

9 An important issue, of special relevance to libraries, concerns remote access for users to resources provided by libraries and paid for under licence or subscription.  Where users have remote access to networks, licensing and authentication restrictions may restrict their level of access to resources.  Remote authentication and authorisation of users, giving them access to databases and resources provided by their home institution is needed.  Also of benefit would be the possibility of a host institution providing access to PCs without an insurmountable barrier of local campus login procedures.

9 We suggest that consideration be given to the following:

· a national scheme along the lines of UK Libraries Plus, such that students are able to use PCs in institutions other than their own – ‘UK Computers Plus’?

· users who are authorised to use particular electronic information services (e.g. JISC datasets) at their own institution, be enabled to make use of these in other institutions, without being prevented by network login restrictions in the host institution

· negotiations on site licences for software, e.g. Microsoft Office, such that students may use such software at an institution other than their own
9 We acknowledge that there are considerable local and national challenges inherent in these proposals, and welcome the involvement of UCISA and the JISC, the Joint Information Systems Committee
, in seeking solutions.

9 Recommendation 5:  That SCONUL and UCISA work to facilitate reciprocal access to networks and electronic resources, e.g. via a ‘UK Computers Plus’ scheme.
9 SCONUL has already responded to the consultation on the UK e-University
.  The nature of this initiative is still under discussion, but a number of working groups has been set up to consider the implications of the proposal.  The working group on Pedagogic Issues is to include ‘access to learning materials’ in its agenda.   The present report, together with the UCISA report mentioned above, could form a useful contribution to the debate.

9 Recommendation 6:  That SCONUL and UCISA work together to monitor and contribute to the e-University initiative.
10 Conclusion
10 In this report, the Task Force has endeavoured to identify the needs and characteristics of distance learners and to suggest ways that libraries should respond to these needs in providing services.  Increasingly, we believe, there will be a convergence of services for distance learners with mainstream provision.  Nevertheless in the present and the immediate future, libraries will find themselves challenged to provide the premium or customised services which will be expected of them.  In responding to the challenges, they will need to become more flexible and responsive, and will develop many creative and collaborative solutions, which will benefit all their users.

10.2
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.  

10.3
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, and following its first successful year sees no need to recommend any additions or changes to the scheme.  Rather, 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 in the management and operation of the scheme 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.  

10.4
Experience shows that the scheme works well for its existing members.  The Task Force wishes to encourage those libraries not currently in membership to join the scheme, so that the potential difficulties caused by the proximity of institutions in large conurbations may be more fully tested through a wider representation of SCONUL members and over a longer period of time.  UK Libraries Plus is as far as we know the only scheme of its kind and thus provides a unique experiment in collaboration at a national level.

10.5
Reciprocal schemes and the many developments taking place at local, regional, national and international level, some of which are listed in appendices D and F, 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.

10.6
General recommendation:  That SCONUL accept this report as the basis for a standard for distance learning provision for higher education libraries.
Elizabeth Heaps

and the Task Force on Access for Distance Learners

May 2001

Appendices

A
Membership of the SCONUL Task Force on Access for Distance Learners

Elizabeth Heaps, University of York, Convenor

Dan Bye, Sheffield Hallam University

Ann Davies, Open University

Adam Edwards, Central School of Speech and Drama, representing HCLRG, and Convenor of UK Libraries Plus

Sara Marsh, University of Wales Swansea

Ali Taylor, University of the West of England

B
Terms of reference and remit 

Terms of reference
To advise SCONUL on:

· the development of policy and practice relating to reciprocal access schemes to library and learning support for distance learners.

· the challenges associated with defining distance learners and the range of study patterns covered by that term

· potential ways of stimulating a national debate on possible future funding models for reciprocal access schemes for distance learners

· the need, or otherwise, for a Task Force to address cross-sector collaboration, e.g. with public libraries, further education institutions, etc.

· the need, or otherwise, for a Task Force to address support for international distance learning programmes

Remit
· to draw up a statement clarifying and reaffirming the responsibility of higher education institutions to provide library and learning support for their own distance learners

· to respect the needs of different types of library whilst effecting improved reciprocal access to library and learning support for distance learners

· to provide guidelines for higher education institutions on providing library and learning support for distance learners

· to offer guidance on taking a phased approach to improving library and learning support for distance learners

· to identify examples of good practice both in Ireland, in the UK, and abroad

· to clarify the expectations of distance learners of what library and learning support they may expect from 

· their higher education institution

· the wider higher education community;

· to promote recognition of the need for reciprocal arrangements for library and learning support for distance learners to be mutually beneficial for the higher education institutions involved

· to promote awareness and communication within the higher education community about existing models of library and learning support for distance learners

· to explore and evaluate the potential of UK Libraries Plus as a model.

C
Examples of library practice

The following web-sites illustrate services for distance learners at a number of institutions.  This is by no means an exhaustive list, but is offered as a starting point to a range of approaches and models.

University of Bath

http://www.bath.ac.uk/Library/dl/ 
Birkbeck College

http://www.bbk.ac.uk/lib/dls/dlshome.html 

Bournemouth University

http://www.bournemouth.ac.uk/library  

University of Central England

http://www.uce.ac.uk/library/public/distance.htm 
University of Central Lancashire: VALNOW

http://www.uclan.ac.uk/library/libval1.htm 
VALNOW is not a service for distance learners as such but in making online services available to franchise colleges it has pioneered some valuable techniques.

Deakin University, Australia

http://www.deakin.edu.au/library/ocserv.html 

University of Kentucky

http://www.uky.edu/Libraries/dislearn.html 
University of Leicester

http://www.le.ac.uk/li/distance/index.htm 
Open University ‘Open Libr@ry’

http://oulib1.open.ac.uk/openlibrary/index.htm 
Sheffield Hallam University

http://www.shu.ac.uk/services/lc/services/dlintro.html 
Southampton University

http://www.soton.ac.uk/~library/general/parttime.shtml/ 

University of Sunderland

http://www.library.sunderland.ac.uk/Distance_learning/menu.htm 

University of Surrey

http://www.surrey.ac.uk/Library/dilis 
University of Wales, Swansea

http://www.swan.ac.uk/lis/library_services/dallas.asp 
University of the West of England

http://www.uwe.ac.uk/library/pt 
D
Reciprocal access schemes

PRIVATE
SCONUL ACAISS Task Force on Distance Learning and UK Libraries Plus

PRIVATE
UK and Irish Republic national, regional and local access schemes 

This summary table can be found at http://www.sconul.ac.uk/SconulAccess.htm 

E
UKLP evaluation

UK Libraries Plus
 is a co-operative venture between higher education libraries, enabling part-time, distance and placement students to borrow from other libraries near to their home or place of work.  In addition there is provision for full-time students and for staff to use other libraries for reference access.

A SCONUL funded questionnaire survey was sent to all borrowers in the summer of 2000 (The full results are published in SCONUL Newsletter 21, Winter 2000, pp 66-70).  The 503 returns showed the typical scheme user to be a 38 year old postgraduate student studying an MSc in social sciences or an MBA. They value the service for easy access from their home and book loans. They regard the scheme as vital for their studies.  They learned about the scheme through library induction or a tutor. They would like to be able to borrow more books than current quotas allow.  Of the many favourable comments received, the following exemplify the problems faced by Distance Learners and the benefits they gain through reciprocal access to HE libraries:

BSc Coventry University: "While I was studying for my BSc Counselling I was living at home in Radlett, Herts and going up to Coventry once a week in term time for lectures/tutorials.  This involved travelling 4 hours each time!  I can honestly say I could not have completed my degree without being able to use Univ. of Herts library.  It was invaluable."

PhD student living in York, studying at Kingston University: "This scheme is essential to students, such as myself, whose supervisors are at universities at the other end of the country."

MA History and Culture of Sport, living in Street Somerset, using UWE and registered at De Montfort:  "... it is a vital lifeline, and only one hour from home rather than 4."

BA Early Childhood, living in Pulborough West Sussex, using Brighton, registered at North London: "I am very grateful to the scheme as I do not live anywhere near my home library and the county libraries only have a limited amount of books in specific areas.  Gaining access to a university library has been a great help to my studies, thanks."

MSc Facilities Management, using York, registered at Leeds Met: "In the second year, UK Libraries Plus came as a real boost and should benefit other distance learning students"

Counter Fraud course, using Oxford Brookes, registered at Portsmouth: "Excellent.  I would not have been able to accept the course if it were not for the scheme."

MSc Facilities Management, registered at Leeds Met, using Nottingham Trent

"Very useful scheme for accessing books and journals without having to travel 160 miles round trip!"

MA Management Studies registered at Canterbury Christchurch UC, using East Anglia

"Full time employment means access to a library is not, necessarily on my door step. This has been compounded by a recent move to Norwich.  Without this scheme it is extremely unlikely that I would be in a position to complete (or continue) my studies. Thumbs up from me!"
F
New developments

A number of initiatives at national and international level are relevant to distance learners.  The following list is not claimed to be comprehensive, but simply to give an indication of future trends that will help HE libraries in their efforts to support distance learners effectively.

British Council Distance Learning Zones

This project aims to pilot customised and innovative information services for distance learners studying on UK programmes in up to 6 major overseas markets. A core set of information services to distance learners is being piloted with 6 UK institutions which have declared interest in providing information services to overseas distance learners. The core services are: access to trained British Council information brokers; a scheme to investigate access to local significant libraries will be set up; provision of study space; ICT and information handling skills courses; assistance with the handling of interlibrary loans and with document supply. The British Council will be acting as a link point between the institutions and the distance learners.

DERAL: Distance Education in Rural Areas via Libraries

This aims to encourage public libraries to play an increasingly important role in the transfer of information, knowledge and education to users who have difficulty in following traditional courses of study. A link from the DERAL Web site provides access to a wide range of web-based courses and reference material. There is also a facility for librarians involved in supporting distance learning to share in the experiences of the DERAL team and to make their own contributions.

Distributed National Electronic Resource (DNER)
The JISC is seeking to bring together electronic information resources of relevance to the HE sector (and in future also the FE sector) under the umbrella of the DNER
.  This and the increasing availability of electronic repositories of research, e-journals, and e-books, should make resources more easily accessible at a distance from the home HEI.

EARL: Get Online

EARL, the Consortium for Public Library Networking has developed a directory of public libraries offering Internet access to the public in the UK.

Full Disclosure

Many online catalogues are an incomplete record of holdings, as opportunities for retrospective conversion have been limited by lack of resources.  However, the Full Disclosure
 report, commissioned by the British Library, the Library and Information Commission, and the Library and Information Co-operation Council, proposed a centrally-funded national programme of retroconversion.  The Heritage Lottery Fund has endorsed a framework document for its implementation, and is now encouraging bids for retroconversion from libraries.  The Research Support Libraries Programme
 has also funded a number of retroconversion projects
Higher Education Resources On Demand (HERON)   

HERON
 is a JISC-funded national initiative providing a centralised copyright clearance and digitisation service for course materials, such that authorised users can access PDF files via the web.  This clearly has great potential for the support of distance learners, though there is still much work to be done with publishers in developing realistic cost models for such a service.

Intra-consortial patron-initiated borrowing
Some library management systems offer the facility for collaborating institutions which operate the same system to register borrowers at the home site and allow them to request material from partner sites via the partner site's online catalogue.  The partner sites arrange for the material to be transported to the borrower's home library for collection.  This has been referred to as ‘intra-consortial patron-initiated borrowing’ as it is developed in the United States.  Although we are not aware of any such system in operation in the UK, the possibility is there for the future.

SPARTA
Although access to many electronic services is limited by the payment of licence fees by institutions, developments in authentication services such as Athens and its successor Sparta mean that increasingly users should be able to access their own ‘portfolio’ of authorised services via the Internet from anywhere.  

UfI - learndirect

In its Green Paper, The Learning Age
 the Government set out its vision of a ‘learning society in which everyone routinely expects to learn and upgrade their skills throughout life’. University for Industry (Ufi) was created to make that vision possible and with ambitious plans to bring learning and skills into people’s lives Ufi developed the learndirect service. Learndirect offers customer-focused, innovative learning opportunities to individuals and small business, which it aims to fit into people’s lifestyles. Its learndirect advice line is expanding rapidly.

Virtual and union catalogues
Most HE libraries provide online or web-based catalogues accessible to off-site users.  Recent initiatives seek to facilitate cross-searching of a number of library catalogues at a time, so that the end user can more easily identify the whereabouts of print resources.  The e-Lib Clumps projects
 use the Z39.50 protocol for this, while the member libraries of CURL (Consortium of University and Research Libraries) have produced a union catalogue in the form of COPAC
.  A feasibility study to produce a National Union Catalogue
 for the UK has been jointly funded by the JISC, the British Library, and the Research Support Libraries Programme.  The report is due in Spring 2001.
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