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Summary of presentation

Many universities have already restyled the buildings that used to be their libraries as “learning resource centres” or something similar, but without changing much about the services or content available inside, or the skills of the people delivering them.  This presentation will look at current issues that may predicate the true demise of the academic library  - or ways in which it will be saved, by becoming more 'hybrid'.  

The trend reflected by recent calls for research and development proposals, is for educational systems to become ever more integrated and seamless in operation. A university should now become a “managed learning environment”.  This entails sharing databases and metadata systems and allowing different users selective access to those databases, depending on their needs and their authority.  The latest generation of courseware development tools, Virtual Learning Environments (VLEs), provide integrated systems for course development, delivery and management.  

Although they are characterised by high levels of guidance, feedback and support for users, learning environments imply a closed model within which the learner is firmly guided through a constrained set of learning resources. Digital library developments have put increasingly rich and powerful data sets at the disposal of the academic user, and part of the ‘library ethos’ is to be pedagogically neutral, but the problem that students and staff face when they switch to these richer open resources is that they leave behind the supportive learning environment.

Some interesting partnerships are emerging between vendors of VLEs and Library Management Systems. These, as well as some suppliers of student records management information systems, and even a significant number of in-house university IT teams, are all competing to provide a ubiquitous “Interface To Everything”  - but from their own perspectives, and without necessarily addressing the problems now well known to libraries, of providing seamless access to hybrid resource collections with a wide variety of:

· Physical locations

· Media formats

· Licensed access conditions

· Cataloguing and searching protocols

The JISC ANGEL Project is pursuing an alternative to these product-to-product integrations, by building a set of middleware Web services that a university or college can install, to provide interchange and mapping of metadata between many systems and protocols, and a single directory in which a library can maintain descriptions of all the resource collections, of both ‘traditional’ library materials and purpose-made learning resources.  These solutions address the “appropriate copy” problem, and also the requirements for a next generation of more sophisticated and integrated resource access management for users of the DNER in higher and further education.

Progressive library services have recognized that they no longer have a monopoly on the supply of things that students and researchers need to read, and are beginning to integrate themselves by taking a leading role in the provision of information structured in the ways that users need.  For most student users this is around the courses they are taking, as dictated by academic teaching staff, and the potential for library service involvement goes way beyond mere reading lists.  The conclusions are that universities do still need libraries, and the services of professional librarians, but with a new and wider information management role.
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