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Proposal

In keeping with the University’s call to make UIC a model public university and a great urban institution focused on access to excellence, the University Library proposes to create in each of its facilities a Learning Commons.  A Learning Commons is a facility that brings together information resources, technology skills and instructional expertise that will help ensure that UIC students and faculty will have ready access to the support they need to achieve research and academic success in the twenty-first century.
The University Library is making the funding of two Learning Commons (one in Daley and one in the Library of the Health Sciences, Chicago) high priorities in its capital campaign goals.  We are seeking $5 million each to build, equip, staff, and endow the two Commons.  We will also seek creative funding to develop similar spaces in our other Library facilities in Chicago and at the regional sites.  In the meantime, the optimism of the campus Development staff and the excitement generated among potential campus partners leads us to request that we proceed with a formal program planning process with an advisory group to be appointed by the Provost.  Such a process will allow us to be both ready and vividly specific with potential donors, will prepare us to move quickly should the opportunity present itself, and may result in creative collaborations that can be implemented prior to a full-scale build-out.
Background
A Learning Commons has been described as a “conceptual, physical and instructional space that essentially reformulates the academic Library to adapt to a highly digital resource and service environment.”
  The University Library envisions the Learning Commons as distinct, attractive, flexibly configured spaces conducive to multiple learning styles and integrated with university-wide services.  Each would have mixed single and group study space with state-of-the-art computers and software with teaching rooms for technology and information literacy.  The Learning Commons would be staffed by librarians, tutors, counselors and technical experts and would encourage collaborative learning, sophisticated research habits and active engagement in the production of knowledge.  The Library has already entered into preliminary discussions with departments who are willing to collaborate in this endeavor:  the First -Year Writing Program, the Center for Academic Excellence, ACCC, External Education and others. 



Recent trends in education emphasize collaboration and group study.  Demographic surveys of the new Millennial generation that comprises the second largest generation in U.S. history, reveal a generation that is collaborative, that multitasks and expects personalized services.  Classrooms are planned and built around the notion of learning as a social interaction involving collaborative study, peer mentoring and coaching.  Educators prize the informal settings outside the classroom that provide these social contexts of learning, and the Library is one place that can meet this educational need.  The Learning Commons would offer a social and learning haven for UIC’s commuting and residential students that would accommodate both expert and novice learners; a space where people converge to engage in social and collaborative learning.  The Learning Commons would offer a comfortable, secure and welcoming space that focuses on learners and learning rather than on the Library’s collections.  


While focused on students, the Learning Commons would meet the needs of faculty as well.  Historically, the Library has offered technology and research assistance to faculty through the InfoTech Arcade, and instruction and critical information at the point of need.  In the Learning Commons this assistance would not only continue, but faculty would also find the very high end equipment and customized, one-on-one assistance to support their traditional and online courses.
Academic libraries around the country have been devising their own versions of the Learning Commons since the 1990s.  UIC’s cohort institutions in the CIC 
 have had so much positive feedback from their Learning Commons, that many are already planning a second Commons.  Their reports show high levels of patron satisfaction with the equipment, software, computer assistance, resources and collections, workspace and expert reference service that are available in one place.  

Projected Outcomes


At UIC the University Library expects the addition of the Learning Commons to produce specific outcomes:

· 
· Learning Commons would provide single points of access to multiple Library and campus-wide services: research assistance, writing center consulting, library instruction, Academic Center for Excellence student services, Instructional Technology Lab services, Geographical Information Systems and data analysis, digitization services, intellectual property/copyright consultation, and Career center counseling.  The defining characteristic of the Library’s Learning Commons would be their ability to apply the expertise of librarians, peer helpers and student consultants to meet the learning, writing, research and technology needs of our students, staff and faculty. 
· Learning Commons would also meet the increasing needs of students to become technology and information literate.  Continuing high use of the computer facilities and increasing demand for instruction sessions attest to the fact that students and faculty already see the Libraries as a very valuable resource.  Campus
· 

·  partners and librarians at Daley could design and implement technology literacy testing for incoming undergraduates.  The advancement of information literacy skills is presently a key goal of the Library and reflects an understanding of the role of technology and information in the learning process.  Therefore, instruction in technology literacy and information literacy skills would be a most appropriate function of the Learning Commons.   
· Learning Commons would foster cross-disciplinary and cross-unit collaborations that benefit students from various academic departments.  Unlike the existing and planned discipline-specific labs at UIC, the Library’s Learning Commons would serve multiple and interdisciplinary fields rather than be limited to any single college or subject.  The Library is uniquely capable of this cross-disciplinary support. 

· 
· 
· 

· 
· With a Learning Commons the Library could offer a space that successfully integrates information resources, technology and expertise to maximize the learning and social environment for UIC students and faculty. With this centralized service point students could focus on the scholarly application of that information in a single setting.  Even though the target audience and the approach are different, the objectives for all the University Libraries are the same: to create a flexible coalition of services based on our users’ needs. 

· 
· The Learning Commons would help build a sense of community for both students and faculty, and according to the 2005 Education Trust Report, Choosing to Improve: Voices from Colleges and Universities with Better Graduation Rates:  “it matters whether institutions focus on getting their students engaged and connected to the campus, particularly in the critical freshman year.”
 In 
· interviews conducted by Library faculty, other UIC faculty expressly mentioned the Library as a student gathering place where there could be serendipitous contact with other students and faculty, where students would get a sense of the history of scholarship, and a place that best displays a respectful attitude towards books and knowledge.  They spoke of the Library as the “temple” of the university and a refuge.  There was general agreement that a more inviting space with readily available service and technology would serve the university community well. 

· The Library’s Learning Commons would also contribute to the university wide goals of retention, recruitment and graduation. As one of the stops offered to prospective students and their parents during UIC campus tours, the Library is often showcased in campus recruitment efforts.  Given the urban nature of the UIC campus, prospective students and their parents would appreciate a comfortable, safe space such as a Learning Commons that would be centered on student needs and would offer the collections and staff necessary for academic achievement in a research institution.  With a Learning Commons, the Library would have the space necessary to promote academic success for our students and faculty; a space that recognizes the impact of the Internet and technology on the academic experience in a 21st century research university
· 

The University Library serves populations with varying information needs and therefore the mission of the Learning Commons of each Library would differ somewhat. 
 The needs of the students in the Health Sciences dictate a Learning Commons with different services and design than the East campus Learning Commons. 
· The goal of the Daley Library would be to provide undergraduates, especially first-year students attending UIC, with an integrated technology, information and service center that contributes to campus-wide retention and graduation initiatives.  DRIA statistics
 for the last four years show that first year through fourth year retention rates decline quite dramatically.  The Library is one academic department that can help provide the customized approach needed to ensure the academic success and community engagement of students.  There is a need for the kind of space such as this that encourages a vital campus life.  

· The goal of the Health Sciences Learning Commons would be to provide students with the learning tools to enable them to successfully integrate information technology skills into their health sciences knowledge base.  The Health Sciences’ Learning Commons would provide computer classrooms and breakout rooms equipped with high end equipment of varying levels of specialization, computer clusters, computer labs, video conferencing facilities, collaborative learning spaces, and high-tech training facilities for students in the health sciences.  Other services envisioned as part of the Health Sciences Learning Commons are: research consultation services, advanced visualization technologies to allow for viewing and manipulation of high-resolution 3-D medical imaging; virtual reality tools, collaborative technologies such as real-time audio, video, instant messaging and joint document editing, digital media production and delivery and software support.
· 

The Library’s central location, college neutrality, extended hours and trained on-site personnel are key factors enabling it to assume this role.  After preliminary discussions with other departments, the Library has found willing partners who believe in the value of this approach and wish to participate in this endeavor.  
A Learning Commons at UIC based on collaborative arrangements between several departments within the university would represent the kind of educational partnership that would positively impact university wide goals such as retention and recruitment.  And the mission for all the partners would be not merely to integrate technology, reference and services but to facilitate learning and create a community of learners and enquiry.
Next Steps

· Establish a planning group for the Daley Learning Commons with representatives from potential partners, such as the First Year Writing Center, Center for Academic Excellence, ACCC, and External Education.
· Review and update the plans already made for the Learning Commons in the Library of the Health Sciences.
· Include Learning Commons in defining our space needs with our space-planning consultant.
· Begin initial 
· 
· planning at the regional sites. 
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