


 Opportunities & Challenges for the 
Modern Academic Library  

 
One (personal)  

Vice Chancellor’s perspective 
(based on c.40 years non-expert experience)  



Thanks to SCONUL for inviting me! 
Very much welcome Liz’s involvement 
 



Almost 85 years old… 
Almost 23 years since becoming a University…. 

         the “Opportunity University” 
 

Only University wholly based in the Tees Valley sub-region  
(an area with historically very low HE participation) 
 

Main campus:          Middlesbrough (not a big draw!) 
Small 2nd campus:   Darlington (opened 3 yrs ago) 

All HE in general FECs in T. Valley indirectly funded through Uni 

Teesside Context… 



Mission… 
“The Opportunity University”  

 (1992) 

 

“Providing Opportunity, Pursuing Excellence”    
 (2005) 

 

“Providing Opportunity,  
Driving Enterprise, Delivering Excellence” 

 

       ... to achieve regional, national & international recognition  
    as the UK’s leading University for working with business… 

(2012) 
 

 

 



 

 
 

Characterised in the National ‘Distinct’ project as: 
 

“The can-do university with the  
  business-solutions approach” 

 

 
 

 



Recognised Areas of Strength 
1. Financial Strength & Stability 
2. Deep-rooted commitment to, & achievements in, Widening 

Access & Social Inclusion  
3. Entrepreneurial approach…. support for business & the 

local/regional economy  
4. Well supported student experience, leading to high student 

satisfaction 
5. Community Engagement & ‘Transformational Impact’ on our 

environment 
6. Enthusiastic, flexible, ‘nothing’s too much trouble’ staff 
7. Track record of delivering HE through partnership with FE 



First ever Modern Uni to be …  
THE University of the Year 
(2009-10) 

Queen’s Anniversary Prize 
for Enterprise & Business 
Engagement (2014-2018) 



• Shortlisted THE Most Entrepreneurial Uni of Year…  
3 times in 4 yrs  (2010/11, 2012/3 & 2013/14) 

• THE Employer Engagement Initiative of year (2009/10);  
• Northumbria Assoc’n. Organisation of the Year (2010) 
• National Business Incubation Champion of Year (2010 )  

(incubated c.450 businesses incl. c.300 digital Cos. In 10 yrs) 
• Shortlisted Tees Valley Business of Year (2010) 
• Times/S.Times Top University for Student retention (2014) 
• Top modern Uni in THE student experience survey (2012) 
• Investor in People (IIP) ‘Gold’ for whole University (2012) 
• ‘Putting the Customer First’ accreditation (2012) 
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And our library…. 





And our vision for the future is… to grow! 
 

… because we think we can, & because  
it’s in keeping with our mission & our wider plans  



Dimensions of 
Growth 

Income & 
Reputation 

growth 

Full Time           
on campus 
(UG & PG) 

International 
Recruitment 

Overseas 
Delivery 

(TNE) 

Open/Distance/ 
Tech. supported  

 Learning 

Research  

HE in FE 
(through HEBP 

& RCN) 

Part Time 
degrees 

Work with 
Business   

(& Corp Progs) 



So… to libraries…. 

A key strategic aim of Universities UK is:  
 

 ‘To support universities in their primary aims of: 
1. educating students 
2. carrying out research and innovation, and  
3. strengthening civic society’ 
 

UK University libraries have a key role in each of these areas 



Educating students 
Libraries are more than just ‘a building’ or a ‘support service’… they 
are a critical resource in delivering an effective student experience 
because they:  
• Have staff experienced in supporting students in developing 

critical thinking & information management skills. 
• Have expertise in providing learning environments to suit a 

variety of learning and research needs 
• Are a key building block for the delivery of effective  technology 

enhanced learning.   
• Have a long history of providing resources electronically 

 



But… 
• Libraries are still seen by many as ‘a place of books’ 
• Students are moving from directed learners (info. consumers) to 

‘empowered education consumers’ 
… where choice, convenience, flexibility & self service are 
becoming more of an issue      

• US evidence suggests… library websites are seen as an important 
resource/conduit but… on-line learners are generally not using 
libraries although those that do have greater success 
 

• So libraries need to demonstrate more clearly that                    
                  libraries = books 
and libraries can support on-line learners 
 

….but I wouldn’t panic just yet! 
 



Research and innovation 
Libraries have a key role in… 
 

• Providing essential access to print and digital resources 
• Making research outputs available to others  
• Providing information management skills, research 

methods training and support 
• Enhancing the research process through their contribution 

to effective research data management 
(creating, organising, keeping (secure), finding & sharing)  

• Creating the research environment necessary to enhance 
the University’s research profile for the REF   
 



And Open Access is critical to continued success… 

Because of its potential to:  
• transform the way we both do research, & disseminate, &  

increase the visibility & reach of, our research outputs; and  
• allow researchers to connect & collaborate with each other  

in new ways 
 

and it’s the expertise of the library that is helping to ensure its 
smooth implementation…. Because Libraries have the knowledge to 
make sense of both the complexities around the traditional 
publishing models & how the sector needs to adapt. 
 



Open Access  (continued…) 

Libraries have done a good job of working to make sure OA 
is cost-effective & the potential benefits are realised.  
We really need you to continue this pivotal role as the 
driving force behind OA…. 
 

… so please stay at the forefront of the search for a solution 
to the problems thrown up by OA for all institutions  
(… regardless of mission group, size or specialisation) 

 



Strengthening civic society 

• By being a resource for the community 
 

• By holding, & making available, educational & cultural assets 
& events of importance to the community  
 

• By providing a model for sharing & exchanging knowledge 
among peers & partners within the sector & the community 
to ensure effective and efficient use of resources  locally & 
globally in support of our aims 
 



So I want/need a library to be: 
• A hub  
• A place to get work done  

(at times that suit all users) 
• A triage point: a one-stop 

shop for learning support  
& learning skills 

• A social space 
• A sharing space 
• A meeting space 
• A source of help/guidance 
• A technology enabled space 

 
 

 

• A space to provide ‘supported’ 
access (with clear instructions) to: 
– (Free) printed and digital 

Information (historical & 
contemporary) 
in a timely manner 

– Information search engines 
(partic journal DBs) 

– Tools & technologies 
• A friendly, accessible, 

convenient, safe-haven 
 



And to achieve my institution’s growth aspirations 
I need it to provide: 

• Support for the increasingly mixed-mode learning of FT 
students on campus 

• Resources for emerging curricula areas 
• Support for students in partner FECs 
• Support for TNE students 
• Support for ODL students 
• Supported for PT work-based and WfD learners 
• Support for PGR & research development 



In my experience, libraries are (within the limits of 
what’s possible) responding well to all of these areas 
but… 

 

• Does everyone know that?      and 
• Have you made a strong enough case for continued, 

or even enhanced, support going forward? 
 

So, what are the challenges you face, or may face? 



1. Responding to the increasingly diverse support needs of a wide 
spectrum of users including…  
 

• Basis information skills, literacy/academic writing skills & support 
for ‘non-confident’ learners  

• Support for ‘senior’ UG & PGT students  
• Support for graduate employability 
• Support for staff and PGR students engaged in high-end commercial 

and REF-able research activity  
• Support for: 

– learners at partner locations…  FECs, TNE, industry based WfD, etc 
– off-site, ODL & remote technology-supported learners 

 

           …within a finite (or possibly even shrinking) resource envelope 



2. Copyright issues governing access by users at partner 
locations within industry, other Institutions & overseas 
to ensure that equivalence of learning can take place  

 

3. Providing full access to contemporary research 
outputs… against the backdrop of the growing cost of 
print and e-journals (vs Open Access) 
 

4. Balancing the costs of resources to support teaching 
and research without placing a disproportionate burden 
on teaching funding 
 

5. Embracing social media as an asset not a threat  
(because that clearly isn’t going to go away) 



6. Having access to sufficient Finance & Resources: 
 

to provide the staff, space & resources necessary to provide 
comprehensive support across the diverse range of users & needs 
given… 
 

– Increased resource costs 
– Current, and growing, pressure of University funding 
– Further possible concentration of research funds 
– The emergence of a ‘do it myself, at my pace, on my device’ culture 

 

i.e. getting key resource providers (VCs & FDs) to understand that 
having fewer books on shelves does not mean that you can 
manage with less resource… in fact the reverse is true 



7. Getting people to understand your changing role 
 

• Finding ways to reflect your contribution in terms that 
resonate with staff, Council/Board members and 
employers such as your contribution to … 

– Enhanced Graduate Employability 
– Research impact 
– Improved student retention, attainment & 

satisfaction 
 

• OCLC said, ‘Library services match the needs of online 
learners, but the perception is they do not…. so you 
may need to make others more aware of your impact.  

 
 



And, the OCLC report goes on to say… 

‘This tipping point in education is an opportunity 
point for libraries…. a brand, locked in time by the 

physical book, can be released, energized, 
adapted, and made relevant’  

 
(from At a Tipping Point, OCLC,  2014, pp.96). 

 



 and the report ‘An Avalanche is Coming’  (pp51, 2013) said… 
  

‘As content becomes ubiquitous &… the world’s leading 
universities… become its providers, the content of a course 

will cease to be a decisive factor. Instead, it will be a 
matter of what a university and its faculty build around the 
content … There is tremendous room here for innovation...’  

 

If this is true, you need to be able to answer the questions it poses 
i.e. if content is ubiquitous: 

• Why do we need libraries and librarians? and  
• What value do libraries add to creating the content & the 

activity going on around using it in L&T, R & innovation? 
 



So how might you update perceptions that libraries are about 
innovation in L&T & not just content? 
 

When we developed our plan to becoming a business-facing Uni: 
– We highlighted the need for ‘high visibility & deep proactive 

engagement’; and  
– I coined a term ‘responsive repositioning’  

(i.e providing a flexible & timely response applicable to need) 
 

See http://www.distinct.ac.uk/events/resources/publicdocs/distinct-graham-
henderson.pdf)  
 

The sector needs Libraries to do the same: be highly visible in their 
successes, proactive in their engagement, & responsively 
repositioning themselves with the changing needs of the institution  

 

http://www.distinct.ac.uk/events/resources/publicdocs/distinct-graham-henderson.pdf
http://www.distinct.ac.uk/events/resources/publicdocs/distinct-graham-henderson.pdf
http://www.distinct.ac.uk/events/resources/publicdocs/distinct-graham-henderson.pdf
http://www.distinct.ac.uk/events/resources/publicdocs/distinct-graham-henderson.pdf
http://www.distinct.ac.uk/events/resources/publicdocs/distinct-graham-henderson.pdf
http://www.distinct.ac.uk/events/resources/publicdocs/distinct-graham-henderson.pdf


But don’t panic too much or too quickly 
(personal view!) 

• We need to embrace, but not fear, MOOCs, ODL, social media 
& online learning 

• MOOCs are still largely being used by many as a ‘marketing/ 
awareness raising’ vehicle & will only become a real threat if 
we evolve a sustainable financial model  

• Work based PT study may suit some (if we can sort out the 
funding) – but it won’t ever suit everyone 

• Despite everything, FT UG numbers are at a record high 
• FT HE is still viewed by many as a valued ‘life experience’ (much 

more than just accessing content, or even a qualification)… so there 
is still a healthy future for the FT on-campus experience  



So what have we done… 
 
… a VC’s perception 
    (which Liz might not recognise) 



• We focussed on: 
– the ‘3 legged stool’:  space, resources & staff 
– Enabling L&T, R & Innovation 
– Supporting achievement of the 6 attributes articulated 

within our LSES…  that students should be Confident, 
Critical, Creative, Adaptive, Articulate and Aspiring 

• Recognised the need to support a diverse set of users  
• Focussed on the particular needs of each of our 

‘dimensions of growth’ 



We reflected that in our LIS Strategic Framework 
(2015-18) 

Vision 
Inspiring learning, enabling success 

                                            (for everyone!) 

Mission 
• To inspire learning & research by providing a conducive 

environment & a wide range of resources & technologies 
underpinned by the expertise of our staff & driven by the needs 
of our community;                                                       

• To enable success by empowering individuals to develop skills 
for life-wide learning & employability 
 



We adopted 6 Strategic Aims that reflected that too… 

1. Resources:  To proactively develop & manage content to 
enable the University’s Learning, Research & Enterprise 
activities 

  

2. Spaces:  To provide a flexible, technology-enabled 
environment which inspires a range of learning activities & 
enhances the University experience  
 
 

3. Learning Development & Support:  To play a key role in the 
design, development & delivery of a unified approach to 
skills development for successful learning, research & 
employability 

 



4. Partnerships:  To seek & develop opps. for collaboration with 
students, staff, Uni. partners & the community in support of 
WP & life-wide learning. 
 

 

5. Enabling processes:  To ensure activities are underpinned by 
effective processes, technology & structures, which 
demonstrate best practice, encourage synergies & develop a 
culture of lean thinking. 
 

 

6. Staff:  To further develop a prof. team with the skills, 
knowledge & expertise to contribute effectively to the L&T, R 
& enterprise activities of the Uni. & continue to deliver 
service excellence 

 
 



And we are delivering those aims by… 
• Nurturing a sense of partnership & community  

(inside the Uni, but also with Schools/Colleges, employers & the 
communities we serve) 

• Nurturing the view that the Library is more than just 
‘another support Department’…  
– Making it a real focal point in the University community 
– Giving it a critical role in our academic processes  
– Giving it a critical role in the student learning experience…  

(not just through content provision but through access to info. 
retrieval skills, support facilities, digital resources, research skills, 
personal support & assistance….) 

 



And… through library staff: 
 

• Working closely with users to understand their support 
needs 

• Providing skills training at a range of levels 
• Providing contributions to the employability of graduates 
• Making our library a community resource  

(in Middlesbrough & in Darlington) 
• Gaining a better understanding of student behaviour  

online & the challenges of providing those resources 
 
 



And… we’ve enhanced our library 
environment in line with changing need… 

 
(interestingly, our Library is 16 years old & we have never received anything 

less than the max. score for learning resources in any quality assessment over 
that period but… when Liz told me the library was falling behind we 

immediately took steps to upgrade our facilities in line with user needs) 



Why? 

 
• To develop the library in line with modern 

thinking  
 

• To incorporate differing environments to 
enable a variety of learning activities from 
silent study to research and group learning  

 
 



What we did… (Phase 1: GF and Floor 3) 

Created… 
• A new  lighter free flowing entrance ‘concourse’  
• New Learning Hub reception & self-service facilities  
• New social learning spaces for group learning activities  
• New learning café  
• Furniture & fittings to allow individual & group working in a 

relaxed and informal area  
• Glazed acoustic screens to separate the staff accommodation 
• New glazed acoustic screen to 3rd floor to create silent study 

areas separated from the central circulation staircase  
 



And the next phase (within 24 mths) will see 
Delivery of a ‘continuum’ of library spaces from social to silent 
• (GF: Social Learning space, Learning Hub & Learning Café) 
• Floor 1:  increased space for group working 

– move balance between print & IT resource 
– Less density of computers to enable group working  
– Books on rolling stacks & print copies of journals moved out to 

optimise space for student use 
• Floor 2:  Quiet but not silent study  
• (Floor 3:  Silent floor) 
• Floor 4:  SMT staff from GF  & PG Lounge 
• More staff moved to GF to optimise student space on floors 1-3 



All designed to support student learning 
& facilitate the refocussing of staff roles 

onto supporting & enabling learning 



Exaggerating to make a point….. 
5 Years ago:  we had a Counter, Library Assistants & 
Custodians whose role was largely to: 
 

• Stamp & return books 
• Issue and collect fines 
• Book people onto courses 
• Renew passwords 
• Top up printers…. 

 



Now…. 
 

Counter replaced by a  
‘reception’ to a Learning Hub… 

Focussed on helping all students to do better  
(NOT just a deficit/remedial model) 

 

based in the library! 



Providing: 
 

• First point of contact: Triaging needs & where necessary 
referring students to academic librarians, academic subject 
tutors or workshops 

• Academic writing skills & numeracy/mathematics support 
• Access to an extensive workshop series for students  

(most popular – critical thinking skills) 
• Help for students to: find information and use the discovery 

tools & the Microsoft packages 
 



Library Assistants now:  
• Rove around with i-pads… going to where the 

students are! 
• Help people to use the kit ‘in-situ’   
• Connect them with the info they need 
  

Library Support Assistants (Students) 
• Also roving around… 1st line support  

(using ITIL approach) 
• Referring on for specific learning support 

 



Also providing the usual range of services: 
• Initial induction 
• information skills workshops 
• Research methods training 
• Individual support… academic writing, etc 
• Programme of workshops 
• New bookable laptop service 

 
 



Some other innovations… 
• Reading Lists:   

Academics populating their reading lists on-line – with automatic 
digital updates to the programme validation documents 
 

• New overnight help scheme (OCLC) 
(Shared Virtual Enquiry Service)  
26 Universities in North of England  
Any student with a query after 5.00 p.m. can use Question Point to 
pose a question – which will be answered by a librarian in the US 
 

• Piloting a new induction programme  
… using an ‘augmented reality’/gaming approach (‘Libquest’)  
– involves a ‘trail’ around the library… sourcing books, finding 
spaces, getting info from library assistants,… 

 
 
 



And… we’re very proud to be a community 
resource… 
 
• Open to members of the public till 7.00 p.m. every day 

 

• Setting up a reciprocal borrowing scheme with the 
Darlington & Middlesbrough libraries to enable public 
library users to borrow University books (up to 4) 
 

• Hold Darlington public library stock in our campus library 
to assist public access to library resources in the town 



And for HE in FE  and WfD Support… 
• Meet with Partner College Librarians re: 

– Stock selection 
– Mechanisms for supporting students 

• ‘Our’ students can use all of our paper resources, but…  
some can’t use our e-resources (2+1 can, 3+0 can’t, nor can some 
health students) 

• Students on validated progs. & WfD progs. can’t use our resources 
(other than as members of the public) 

• TNE Institutions expressing concerns about compatibility of reading 
lists 
 

Even this takes a lot of managing… working on bringing in an ‘identity 
management matrix’ of users & what they are entitled to 

 



And… the Future 
Looking to take the library outside of its walls by… 
• Building even further on the partnership relations 

with Academic Schools 
• Using our ‘roving’ principles and triaging approach in 

other buildings 
• Increasingly promoting our library staff as experts in 

managing info 
…which is all achievable because they have a good 
reputation & Schools are receptive to their involvement 



So, in conclusion… 
• I see grounds for both caution & real optimism  
• Very few university professionals know as much about student 

and researcher behaviour and requirements as you do…. so build 
on that!  

• You have clearly been undertaking the innovation the IPPR report 
called for, for years… but often “under the radar” of some 
academics & university leaders… you need to be less modest & 
tell the story! 
… you need to shout much louder about your achievements - 
being clear about what you’ve achieved, what you can achieve, 
and how your very particular skills & cultural experience can help 
reshape the UK HE sector 



Thank you – hope that was of some interest! 
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