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Abstract

The paper will explore the design concepts and the operations of this major student-centred computing facility at QUT.  The V-Lab facility was completed in November 2000 and houses 327 PCs with integrated information access through the Library Information Desk and the Student Computing Help Desk at a single service centre.  As we move into the e-environment, the governance of major initiatives is moving up the organization in order to support integrated strategies.  The key innovation elements for this facility were planned from the outset by a triangular partnership between three parts of the Division of Information and Academic Services – Information Technology Services, Teaching and Learning Support Services and the Library.  These three stakeholders with different focuses came together to provide an integrated service with highly differentiated outcomes.  The associated management issues will be discussed, including integration and collaboration across stakeholder groups to provide high level services to our clients.  The paradox of design will be discussed, including flexibility of 24 hour services and fully supported services; indoor and outdoor usage; busy areas and quiet areas, all within the same facility – a multifunctional design to meet student needs.  Much of the design was drawn from recent European trends.

Introduction

In the latter part of 1999, it was clear that the general student computing facilities on the Gardens Point Campus (QUT) had reached their capacity.  There were faculty laboratories, but the main campus laboratory in V Block (Library) had a maximum of 150 PC spaces.  The internal and external focuses of QUT had been changing as with other universities – the rapid increase in online teaching, the provision of information to students over the Web, QUT Virtual, including personal profiles for students and email, electronic allocation of tutorial times and a massive increase in electronic databases to enable access to information resources.

Under usual circumstances if you have a shortage of PC spaces, you locate a suitable space, install additional machines and the problem is solved.  At Gardens Point campus we needed to develop a multifunction facility that fitted within the increasingly complex electronic environment that our students needed to work within.

We had a client-focussed service area already in place in the old laboratory – Student Support and Systems (Teaching and Learning Support Services) and the Library Information Desk operated from a central service area.  In addition, we had the integrated support of Information Technology Services ITS) and the Student Copying and Printing Services (SCPS).  These core areas of the Division of Information and Academic Services now provide the integrated service focus for the newly developed laboratory, V-Lab.  V-Lab was constructed over a four (4) month period with completion in November 2000.  The project costs were $2.9 million, including construction work, furniture and fittings, and computing equipment.

The key areas of the new student computing facility to be addressed in this paper are:

· the triangular partnership to support V-Lab;

· the innovative design features;

· the new V-Lab from a functional and operational perspective; and

· the client response to new directions.

The student laboratory was designed and supported to create the opportunities for ambition, direction and choice for all QUT students.

Gardens Point Campus (QUT)

The Gardens Point campus is located in the Brisbane CBD adjacent to the Botanic Gardens, Parliament House and the Brisbane River.  To place the development and operation of V-Lab in context, the campus in 2000 served a population of 17,180 students (58% of the total QUT student body), studying across five Faculties – Information Technology, Science, Built Environment and Engineering, Business and Law.

V-Lab is situated on Level 2 of the Gardens Point Library.  Gardens Point is a high use campus and this extends to the Library.  From January to March 2001, 317,563 people exited the Library building.  The V-Lab opening hours are the same as those of the Library, 93 hours per week, with the addition of a 24 hour laboratory as a part of the V-Lab.

The campus has a strong focus on technology, deriving from both the key QUT directions in that area and the academic areas studied on the campus.  In addition, the heaviest usage of electronic databases comes from the science and technology areas based on the Gardens Point campus.

The increasing uptake on the usage of information technology in the students’ study environment created the need for QUT to help meet this with student-focussed facilities.  Focussing on this area of need, the Pro-Vice-Chancellor (Division of Information and Academic Services) was the instigator of the processes to have the shortages acknowledged and subsequently funded to lead to the development of the V-Lab complex.

Problems with the Previous Laboratory

Level 2 of V Block (AM Fraser Library) is centrally located at the core of the Gardens Point campus, one floor below the main pedestrian level.  The floor was previously occupied by a number of Divisional departments, the Library Information Desk, the Student Computing Help Desk, the Reference Collection and an existing computing facility (150 machines).  These computers were intensively used by students leading to long queues and much frustration for both staff and clients.  The physical space was crowded and did not create a positive educational situation.   Gardens Point has a bounded physical space and further developments on the campus have had to make innovative use of existing space.

The principle brief for this redevelopment was to target the full use of Level 2 toward student needs only.  While this may sound like a straightforward and simple brief, it involved the removal and relocation of all departmental areas off the floor and into new locations – some to other campuses.  Further space needed to be created to house the existing services on the floor – particularly the Student Computing Help Desk phone operations.

Partnership for an Integrated Service

Moving towards the e-environment, governance of major initiatives are moving up the organization to support integrated strategies.  The strongest focus on innovation for V-Lab was planned from the outset by bringing Information Technology Services (ITS), TALSS (Student Support & Systems) and the Library together to create a successful client-centred laboratory.
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Conceptual Approach to V-Lab

Information Technology Services provides integral support to QUT and the parts of the Division of Information and Academic Services.  In its simplest form, they supply the IT systems for V-Lab – these are high quality and cost effective and they provide a competitive IT capability to support the teaching and learning in V-Lab.  Student Support & Systems (SSS) operationalise this support into the laboratory.  They maintain the computers and provide computer help desk and telephone support for students.  The Library provides support for students for the effective access to information resources across a wide range of formats, including a dramatically increasing electronic focus.  These three (3) stakeholders, with very different focuses, came together to provide an integrated service with highly differentiated outcomes for the students, but from the one central point of service.

The Division of Information and Academic Services, being a complex organization, has developed a differentiated internal structure where sections have been created or have evolved to meet specific needs.  Lawrence and Lorsch (1969) said that the division of labour and the need for a unified effort to achieve goals would lead to a state of both differentiation and integration.  They said that differentiation is not only specialisation and segmentation, but it is also differences in orientation (goals, structures).  They define integration as a collaboration to achieve a united effort demanded by the environment.

While ITS provides overall systems, the Library and TALSS (SSS) operate from a single service point within V-Lab.  There are separate operational desks adjacent to each other, but they also operate with “boundary spanning” across the sections.  There is some necessary differentiation of activities that allow each service point to maintain an integrity of service, but at the same time, allowing a useful level of cross-skilling.

How do the Library and TALSS work together in V-Lab?

· Close physical proximity meant operational issues are discussed.

· Supervisor meetings are held across the two (2) areas.

· Information and training sessions inform both staff groups.

· Agreed standards of service exist for the central service point.

· Sharing of facilities in peak times.

· Shared procedures to maintain the security of V-Lab.

· Identification of cross-skilling areas and their implementation.

There is a strong belief that these strategies have led to improved client service and access to technologies.  Through this integrated approach students can have access to high quality technologies, receive expert technical advice and assistance, and receive one-to-one support in the access of information resources in the one facility.

New V-Lab

· Schematic Design

The development of the design for V-Lab was carried out by Powell Dods and Thorpe Architects, with Ms Dana Smith as the Superintendent Architect.  As mentioned, the original design brief from QUT was relatively simple:

· Additional space designed for students.

· An enhancement of computer laboratory provision.

· 24 hour access computer facilities for students.

· Enhanced, flexible and multimedia based learning environments for students.

The new facility was to be an interesting, cutting-edge space, that gave students a sense of ownership and something they could feel was the “hub” of the University.

[image: image2.jpg]g
-ﬂiﬂ R NEESS)

2 ,llﬂ-!lllﬁllmuulv




V-Lab in Development

· Spatial Aesthetics

The key spatial aspects developed for V-Lab included:

· Extensive use of glass partitioning.

· Creation of links to the courtyards for student use within the building confines on Level 2.

· An “internal street” with a cyber café theme and plug and play facilities.
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Internal Street

· Hierarchy of spaces dependent on the activity required – quiet to busy.

· Open space with cutting-edge student focussed design.

· An achieving and successful space.

These components along with the actual physical attributes, created a special and exciting environment for our students.
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· Physical Environment

The physical environment brought together a number of innovative approaches for providing work spaces for students.  I will mention later how powerful some of these approaches were, both from usage and a client satisfaction perspective.  The building construction work was contracted to the Walters Group and the engineering work to Multitech Solutions.

Some of the significant physical attributes were:

· A 24 hour facility incorporated within the confines of Level 2.

· Increased noise control:  thick carpets and an extra acoustic rating on the ceiling tiles.

· Contrast of lighting on the floor:  softer, harder, or more stark.

· Colour – a sense of drama, a sense of adventure, but not predictable.  There is a contrast of calming blues and yellows going to brighter colours – hot pink and green.
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Bright, Sharp Colours

· Seating is a combination of luxury long term places and short term computer seating.


Varieties of Seating

· Busy central areas moving out to quiet peripheries.

The sheer scale of the area (3,500 sqm) meant all these elements worked well together.

· Functional Aspects

The V-Lab houses 327 workstations placed in a range of situations – short term or long term, in individual or group positioning.  There are, in addition, 24 Plug’n’Play stations, several lounge areas for students to meet, and 11 networked printers.

Included within the confines of Level 2 is a 100 machine 24 hour laboratory.  This facility is included in the V-Lab area during Library opening hours and at closing time, the facility is locked off from the rest of the laboratory and access is by Cardax from an exterior entrance/exit.  The 24 hour laboratory is secured to enable toilet access to be included after hours and the facility has a CCTV system installed to assist security after hours.

Two (2) courtyards are adjacent to V-Lab and have been extensively refurbished and students now have access to these during Library opening hours. These courtyards play an important networking function for students within the building.

The laboratory has been constructed with wide aisles to allow good traffic flows around the floor and an additional bonus with this has been that students can comfortably work together at workstations if they wish.

The floor is very bright and open, with the extensive use of glass partitions, and the range of dramatic colours provide a student-focussed space. Students can move from a busy central core to much quieter areas around the edges.

· Operational Aspects

Students have access to a wide range of online facilities in the V-Lab including QUT Virtual, Netscape, Eudora, Microsoft Office, SPSS, electronic databases and a range of specific products relevant to the curriculum, including Online Teaching products (OLT).  There is no restriction on what final access point they may choose.  Initially access is via a QUT authentication process to identify the user.

Student Support & Systems (SSS) is staffed by 35 Student Lab Advisors across QUT, with the majority working in V-Lab.  In addition to maintaining the V-Lab service during Library opening hours, the Lab Advisors responded to 8,102 desk queries from January -March 2001 and the Student Computing Help Desk phone service up to March 2001 responded to 11,877 phone enquiries regarding technical support matters.  January and February were part of the Summer Program, with Semester I starting in March.  The Lab Advisors use a client-tracking database to assist students with their technical difficulties when they phone in and are connected to their PC at the time.

The Library Information Desk is staffed during Library opening hours and provides support for QUT staff and students and the general public.  From January to March 2001, the Information Desk responded to 10,563 client queries, including technical and operational queries regarding the use of electronic database products.

This brief overview, of course, just addresses the key activities in a general way.  As mentioned before, V-Lab is a very high use area requiring assistance to students across a wide range of technical and information access issues.

Client Response

The client response to V-Lab has been overwhelmingly positive.  We do not have a quantitative response to this but all staff who work in the area have been buoyed by the positive student feedback.

A clear indicator of the success of the facility has come from the high usage levels and a full take-up of the available seating and facilities.  The project needed to be completed in two (2) stages to allow continued access to PCs for student use.  The original lab was left in place and the rest of the floor was developed.  When the major part of the first stage was finished, students were able to seamlessly move across to the new area and the final stage was commenced.  This process maintained student access and also started to give them a sense of ownership of the developing facility.  Students adopted the new facility immediately (amid the construction noise).

The V-Lab was fully occupied from the start of Orientation Week 2001 and has remained so during the peak of Semester I.  Students have indicated they “love it!” and they feel “it’s my space” – there has been a very clear response that students feel that “the university has spent money to building something for us to use”.

Some Positive Approaches

After moving through this major project, there are a number of positive aspects that could form the basis of future laboratory planning.

Some of these key ideas are:

· Have a clear focus on your client requirements and aim the whole project in their direction.

· Make the environment as quiet as possible because there will be hundreds of students moving through it.

· Lose a bit of computer space to ensure that there is enough space to have shared activities and room to move around.  Students appear to work more effectively when their environment is not overly restricted in terms of space.

· Give students various usage spaces – inside/outside; quiet/more noisy; long term/short term seating – this adds a feeling of variety.

· Pay attention to the security of your equipment and your clients – CCTV, Cardax, etc.

· Ensure all staff are aware of the environment of the laboratory and can support the student’s usage requirements.

· Develop an integrated service level to support the facility effectively, bringing together the various differentiated outcomes.

It can be nerve-wracking to develop a facility with very specific use requirements and hope these achieve the intended goals – at QUT we have been fortunate to now have a very effective integrated student-centred facility.
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