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'T h e  research  lib ra ry  is n ow  a lea rn ing  sp ace ' w as m y (s lig h tly ) 

exaggerated  c la im  at the recen t eR esea rch  A u stra la s ia  co n fe re n ce  

to en cap su la te  the convergent.trends w h ic h  have sh ifted  g reatly  the 

nature o f the u n ive rs ity  lib ra ry  in the past d e cad e . These  in c lu d e : 

the in creas in g  a va ila b ility  o f s ch o la r ly  in fo rm ation  in e le c tro n ic  

fo rm at, and the seem in g ly  in sa tiab le  d em and  for desktop d e live ry  

am ongst a cad e m ics  and students; a steady d e c lin e  in the use of 

trad itio n a l lib ra ry  ac tiv it ie s  such  as the lend ing  o f books and 

an sw e rin g  of re fe ren ce  e n q u ir ie s ; and a m arked  d ecrease  in v is its  

to lib ra rie s  by a ca d e m ics , p a rt ic u la r ly  in the sc ie n c e s . I argue 

that in m any cases the need for an a c a d e m ic  to v is it  the lib ra ry  

re flects a fa ilu re  on ou r part to d e live r in fo rm ation  con tent or 

lib ra ry  se rv ice s  acro ss the netw ork .

H o w e ve r, lib ra ries have g e n e ra lly  been the leaders on cam p u s in 

the p ro v is io n  o f se rv ice s  and fa c ilit ie s  to m eet the lea rn ing  needs 

o f students: w e  have generous op en ing  hours , large num bers of 

com p ute rs , group study room s and in c re a s in g ly  w e  flood  our 

lib ra rie s  w ith  w ire le ss  n etw orks.

W e  need to co n s id e r the futu re  of the lib ra ry  as a co n ta in e r 

for p h ys ica l c o lle c t io n s , d eve lo p  an ag end a for retiring  legacy 

co lle c t io n s , and repurpose ou r p h ys ica l real estate as lea rn ing  

sp ace . H id d en  am ongst th is are  a raft o f issues, perhaps even 

battles, but it is im portant to a ck n o w le d g e  that w e  are in a 

tran s itio n a l period  in w h ic h  ou r actio ns w il l  shape ou r future .

A g a in st this backd ro p , and  w ith  ou tstand ing  support from  

B risb an e-b ased  W ilso n  A rch ite c ts , the U n iv e rs ity  o f Q u e e n s lan d  

(U Q ) L ib ra ry  has re ce n tly  opened  its re fu rb ished  and  extended  

B io lo g ica l S c ie n ce s  L ib ra ry  at U Q 's  St Lu c ia  cam p u s . The  design , 

layout and in te rio r o f the lib ra ry  a ll re flect the p ro m in e n ce  of 

lea rn ing  sp ace  o ve r p h ys ica l c o lle c t io n .

The  o rig in a l lib ra ry  w as a Rob in  G ib so n  design  so typ ica l of 

e a rly  1 9 7 0 s ' cu ltu ra l and p u b lic  b u ild in g s . It supported  staff and 

students in the broad  b io lo g ica l sc ie n ce s  areas and  p rom in ent 

research  institutes. These  have a ll been grow th  areas and  dem and  

for h ig h-q ua lity  lib ra ry  sp ace  had grow n co n s id e rab ly . A fter m uch 

n egotiatio n , p a rt ic u la r ly  by m y p redecesso r, Jan in e  S ch m id t, the 

u n ive rs ity  agreed to fund a co m p le te  re m o d e llin g  o f the lib rary . 

The  lib ra ry  c lo sed  in m id -2 0 0 5  and reopened  at the end  of 2 0 0 6  

—  lib ra ry  staff and c lien ts  deserve  great p ra ise  for th e ir  support 

and p a tien ce  d uring  the co n s id e rab le  d isrup tion  —  staff and 

se rv ice s , and co lle c t io n s , w e re  red istributed  to other b ranch es 

and w are h o u se s re sp ective ly .

The  re fu rb ishm ent can  be seen from  tw o  broad  p e rsp ectives : the 

a rch itect's  design , and  the lib rary 's  response in term s o f staffing , 

se rv ice s  and c o lle c t io n s . W ilso n  A rch ite c ts  sought to m ax im ise  

the benefits of the Q u e e n s lan d  c lim a te , re p la c in g  co n cre te  

w a lls  w ith  g lass and  creating  an outdoors study a rea . Th e  lib ra ry  

extend s over four flo o rs , beg inn ing  w ith  a w e lc o m e  d esk, high- 

use c o lle c t io n  and co m p ute r fa c ilit ie s  on the g round floor. Th ese , 

and the outdoor study area are a ll co n n e cte d  to the co ffee  shop , 

re fecto ry and co u rtya rd . A  w id e  and open s ta irw e ll leads v is ito rs  

to upper floors co n ta in in g  yet m ore com p ute rs , th ree  co n nected  

tra in ing  room s, m ag n ificen t group study room s, a g raduate study 

cen tre  an d , of co u rse , co lle c t io n s  of books and  jo u rn a ls . V is ito rs 

have a lso  com m ented  on the p ro v is io n  of a parents ' room  w ith  

baby chang e  fa c ilit ie s !
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In responding  to the op portun ities offered by the n ew  sp ace , w e  

have d ism antled  m any of the co n ve n tio n a l se rv ice  po ints seen 

in a cad e m ic  lib ra rie s . The w e lc o m e  desk acts as a triage station 

for m any e n q u irie s . L ib ra r ian s are a va ila b le  on ca ll to hand le  

m ore extens ive  or co m p lica te d  issues, as are the lib rary 's A sk IT  

support staff. The re fe rence  desk tim etab le  has been rep laced  

w ith  a roving  lib ra rian  rota. Staff are sch ed u led  to m ove around

the library , w o rk in g  w ith  students w h ere  they are , rather than 

ask ing  them  to m ove to a se rv ice  desk —  a m uch-needed  

d eve lo p m ent. In the com p uter e ra , students do not w an t to g ive 

up th e ir p lace  at a w o rkstation  to seek support, nor do they w ish  

to leave laptops and o ther eq u ip m en t unattended . W e  have 

in sta lled  m any te lepho nes so lib ra ry  staff can  be ca lle d  upon to 

g ive assistan ce .

N o w  having  supported students through one fu ll sem ester of 

study, the n ew  lib ra ry  has rece ived  im m en se ly  favou rab le  

reactions. Student v is its  have increased  co n sid e rab ly . The lib ra ry  

has beco m e a hub fo r study, p a rt icu la r ly  co llab o ra tive  and active  

lea rn ing  ac tiv it ie s , and has a lso  b eco m e a v ib ran t so c ia l hub : 

su rveys sh o w  that one in eight v is it  the lib ra ry  to m eet a frien d . 

The  one notab le  co n ce rn  has been the lack  o f su ffic ien t quiet, 

in d iv id u a l study sp ace . Th is  poses the next design ch a lle n g e  for 

us: in a co n fin ed  footprin t, how  do w e  p ro v id e  m uch-needed  and 

g reatly ap p recia ted  group and so c ia l sp ace  and , at the sam e tim e, 

o ffer quiet fac ilit ie s?  O n e  option  is f le x ib le  fu rn ish ing s w h ich  can  

be reconfigured  during  the sem ester. But that, too, w il l requ ire  

sp ace . G ive n  the trem endous a va ila b ility  o f e le c tro n ic  resources 

in b io lo g ica l sc ie n ce s , is it tim e to re lo cate  extens ive  back  runs of 

jo u rn a ls  and in d exes to offsite storage, and repurpose the space 

for student study?
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