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Introduction

Most universities profess to believe that a library service is critical to ensure desired educational outcomes are met. Many educators and consumers also see libraries as an indicator of credibility at both the program and institutional level. This paper looks at issues universities and their libraries face in supporting online education and suggests that commercial information providers and libraries are influencing teaching and learning in far-reaching and sometimes insidious ways. It considers the potential for libraries to transform teaching and learning through their choice of information sources and the nature of the services they offer. Increasingly, resources originally selected by individual academics to support a single course taught on one campus are supplemented or replaced by resources selected for entire faculties to support multiple courses offered across a variety of study modes.  Indications are that library activities do more than simply reflect changes in academic behaviour.

Changes in the information environment have an impact upon libraries, faculty and pedagogy. As Eustis and McMillan (1998) have pointed out, libraries are pace setters in the take up of new technologies and are at the forefront of the provision of new sources of online information. They are also active in attendant information issues such as copyright and the debate over the control of scholarly publications by commercial publishers.  Despite this, the role of libraries in a changing world of information continues to be underestimated.

Although the literature on libraries and technology is voluminous, until recently there has not been a great deal that focuses on the pedagogical issues this congruence of effects should raise. The work of Stephens and Unwin  (1997) on postgraduate distance learners and a recent overview of forces of change and e-learning by Johnston (2001) are notable exceptions. A major limitation is that most of the writing on libraries is written by and for librarians and, with the exception of discussions on information literacy, the attention paid to broader education issues is both limited and diffuse. This is surprising given the symbiotic relationship existing within the higher education sector between asynchronous learning, changes in campus information systems and the increasing availability of information. 

The issues facing universities arising from change in the information environment are numerous and diverse. They range from academic staff too busy to use or evaluate the information resources that their students use, to consideration as to whether academics need to possess competent information search skills if these are to be a part of student learning outcomes. In an increasingly competitive and cost conscious market, there are also questions as to whether libraries already provide too much information or indeed are needed at all. Underpinning these concerns lies  a desire to reconcile the needs of students as information consumers with developing their information finding skills as part of the education process. 

The University of South Australia 

The University of South Australia has a teaching and learning strategy predicated on graduating students with distinctive qualities, which reflect societal expectations and employer needs. A commitment to the flexible delivery of student centred learning is a key element in this strategy and this is reflected by the Library in the services it offers. In addition to meeting the needs of its own staff and students, the University of South Australia Library has contractual obligations to deliver a nation wide library service to Open Learning Australia. It provides a library service to students of the Global University Alliance (GUA) and operates the National Periodical Service for Schools (NAPSS) – a fast track Australia wide document delivery service for secondary schools. Library initiatives include provision of face-to-face training sessions for students in Singapore, Hong Kong and Taipei.

The Library is conscious that Australia is in the same time zone as two billion of the world’s population and that the potential for growth through institutional initiatives is great. It believes strongly that while institutions sometimes confuse training with education, the Library should not.  Resources and services are provided in the belief that the educational mission of a university should require students to have access to a wide range of quality resources and that it should assist them to develop the ability to identify, locate and exploit these. The resources and services made available through the Library are also influenced by developments in online education, the growing volume of accessible information, the research needs of students and faculty, information literacy as a component of graduate qualities and recognition of the technological limitations of many staff and students. 

As is the case elsewhere, the University of South Australia (UniSA) offers a range of courses to students geographically remote from the University. Courses may be fee paying or government funded and are often offered in conjunction with partners, many of which are not Australian universities. It is not surprising therefore that there can be confusion by those taking and offering programs as to what services are available and this can influence the way in which these services are taken up or viewed by students. One of the good features of an online library service is that it can present a common ground for students who may take courses from several different universities. For these students the Library might be the only consistent feature as they progress through their courses with different providers. For the Library there are economies of scale, with the overlap between courses (and students) providing benefits to each participating organisation, for example in staffing help desks and funding access to electronic databases and journals. 

A changing information environment

It is apparent that the web is altering the current balance between library and teaching faculty as information providers and shifting reliance away from university controlled information to that available and largely controlled outside the education sector (Chodorow and Lyman 1998). As academics involved in online education increasingly provide direct dynamic links to individual articles, journals and other “library” resources within individual courses, any change by the library to the subscriptions containing these has the potential to necessitate revision of entire course modules. Although an earlier study of Australian academic use of the Internet by Applebee (1996) found that one third of the respondents regarded themselves at the level of either non-user or beginner in the use of the web, academics involved in online education today increasingly rely on the Internet rather than the library for research dissemination and collegial interaction (Garson 1999; Clayton 2000).  

Although many students have access to an information rich environment, this brings its own challenges for educators. Not the least of these is to avoid the assumption that access to increasing volumes of information via the Internet equates with access to information that is either relevant or reliable (Connell & Tipple 1999). Despite this, UniSA students studying offshore in 1999 and 2000 identified the Internet as the most frequently used information source. Although full-text articles subscribed to by the Library and available through its website were popular with some, they were overlooked by many others. The capability for institutions to make their course content available via the Internet appears to offer an attractive way of reaching diverse groups of geographically dispersed students, but there is nothing inherent in this capability that implies quality, suitability of content or pedagogical effectiveness (Ryan 2000). Developing the critical and evaluative skills necessary to be able to distinguish  between good and poor in an environment where every source seems at first sight as authoritative as every other is a task that will need to be shared and reinforced if it is to be effective. Emphasis in course design needs to be on reputable sources as well as on what is readily available online and this is a role that should be shared by librarians and academics.

The increasing volume and diversity of information available online means that intervention by librarians to meet student needs is no longer necessary in many cases.  Although librarians at UniSA continue to provide both face-to-face and virtual search services for students, requests for the Library to conduct information searches have fallen since a peak in 1998. One reason for this is that students use the Internet and online library databases themselves to conduct their information searches. It is tempting to speculate that the University’s commitment to information literacy has played a part in this move. In addition to providing formal class training sessions, librarians regularly coach students in person and by telephone to independently search for information. They also direct them to guides and tutorials available on the Library website. Library statistics show a continuous increase in student logins to our electronic journal collections but the nature of these searches and the actual sources used are largely unknown.

While it is not surprising that universities and their libraries appear to be focussing on the online environment, we need to be careful not to overlook the value of the substantial non-digital collections held by libraries – especially books. Nor should we overlook other library services that value-add to the learning process such as reference and instructional services (Kirk and Bartelstein). UniSA figures for 2000 for both its OLA and UniSA services show requests to the library for books continue to match those for articles. This is particularly the case for postgraduate students where much specialised research material is only available in print, and may not necessarily be held by their own university. This is an issue for those studying off-campus as well. Surveys of UniSA students in Hong Kong, Singapore, Taipei and elsewhere confirm both the need for printed resources and the difficulties experienced in locating and gaining access to these. 

Changes in academic work

An Australian investigation into the possible convergence of academic and non-academic work by Pickersgill (1998) concluded that there are already several areas of overlap. These include areas where academic and professionally qualified support staff are jointly involved in distance learning or electronic delivery programs. At UniSA this includes collaboration between academics and the Flexible Learning Centre and between both and the Library. Much of this collaboration centres upon attempts to incorporate traditional library resources into the curriculum and to extend existing practices and services into online teaching. As the work of academics changes from the transmission of information towards the management and facilitation of student learning, the opportunities for collaboration with the Library change.

The work of John Clayton (2000) at UniSA indicates something of the way in which changes in academic work can affect the library. Academics continue to visit the physical library even though their teaching is moving online. This is seen as both a physical and mental break from increasingly screen based work. It is not surprising therefore that the one thing they do not do when in the library, is use the electronic services available at every public workstation.  They are more likely to do this from their office. It is possible therefore that use of library services has changed not because of newer delivery methods, but because academic work has changed.
The expectation that universities will acquire and manage most of the information used by their faculty and students is changing as university libraries increasingly provide access to information held outside of the university and available via the Internet. There is also evidence that many faculty and students see the Internet as a whole as variously, an alternative to the library, or as the same thing. This view can only strengthen as universities seek the economic advantage and pedagogic integrity that appear possible from blurring the boundaries between oncampus, distance, mixed mode and online education into one of flexible delivery.

Within the university sector there is a shift away from individual and departmental control of many aspects of teaching and learning. The same holds true in the selection of library resources. In many cases, resources originally selected by individual academics to support a single course taught on campus, are being supplemented and replaced by resources selected by faculties or librarians to support multiple courses offered across a variety of study modes. An initial reluctance amongst academics to adopt electronic journals is weakening as pressures on their time increase, the number of titles available expands and new technology changes staff and student expectations of what is meant by the library. Responses to these changes are varied. While some academics see this as an opportunity to expand and exploit the range of information available to students, others appear to be retreating back to reliance upon small discrete packages of selected readings supplemented by a recommendation to, ‘find it on the Internet’.

Students still need libraries

While pessimists might suggest that libraries will play a less important role in education in this increasingly pervasive and information rich electronic environment, there are a number of factors which suggest otherwise. Some already claim that libraries provide too much choice for both teachers and learners. Certainly the diversity and complexity of search engines and databases is one factor keeping librarians busy, at least in the short term. 
Too often the assertion has been made that ‘students will not need a library service’ - because they will be provided with everything they need. There are some disturbing indicators here for education with one Australian study revealing that printed learning guides are more popular with students than books of readings (Ferman and Andrews 2000).

Increasing choice increases complexity, especially since the public interfaces and commands vary greatly between information services. The other factors helping ensure a future for libraries is the value that students and accreditors of educational programs ascribe to them (Dillon 1992, Stephens & Unwin 1997). It is worth looking at these values in terms of the services libraries provide over and above materials specifically referred to in course outlines. Libraries provide

· direct access by students to resources referred to in readings supplied as part of course. This includes those included in the bibliography or list of references in supplied readings 

· the capability for students to search peer reviewed research literature for themself This may comfort those institutions or professional bodies that profess support for graduate qualities or the development of research skills.  This requires direct access to reputable library databases and electronic journals rather than just the Internet at large

· access for students to articles and documents, supplementary information and assistance from professional librarians via e-mail, telephone and fax
· delivery of documents to students - electronic and print

· training and user education via the Web, e-mail, phone and face-to-face

· subject and course based virtual libraries, that is, filtered access to web sites judged to be reputable and reliable

For universities as a whole, there is also marketing potential in their libraries providing a single point of contact through which staff and students access services. This helps promote the university’s identity. It also means that the quality of a library should be assessed on the same basis as the university itself, the extent to which students become independent, self-directed learners.
UniSA’s Student Experience Questionnaire responses indicate that students are happy with teaching materials received. The same survey however shows external students do not feel part of university culture. The widespread adoption of undergraduate libraries and short-loan and Reserve collections provides partial evidence within academic libraries that their large main collections do not really address the needs of the average undergraduate student under existing teaching methods. There is no reason to suppose that simply making large numbers of digital resources available will be any different. 

Is wider reading required?

Education providers face a number of challenges. Not least of these is whether those studying the same courses through different modes require the same exposure to information resources to receive the same award.  Sadly, all too often libraries are regarded as add-ons in distance education and online education. Faculties continue to initiate programs without considering the resource implications - and are then surprised when the library suggests that support to some areas is at best problematic. Unless there is encouragement (and some guidance) within the curriculum to consult a broad range of resources, there is little reason to imagine that simply making resources available will enhance the education experience.

Packaged information provided to students in the form of books of readings or as links to digital copies should be a building block in the educational process, not the end product. The reality is of course that there is as great a variation in the requirement to read widely in the online environment as there ever was for traditional oncampus teaching. This ranges from project-based learning in which students are set a learning task and required to identify and locate the resources to support this, to courses for which all material deemed essential to cover subject content is supplied as a package (Ryan 2000).

Australian research has confirmed that good educational ‘packages’ stimulate student desire and need for access to a broad range of other information resources with the potential for improved learning outcomes (Winter and Cameron 1983). Similarly, the limited research in the area of student outcomes suggests that students who use libraries do better academically than those who don’t (Jager 1997; Wells 1995).  Traditional university programs have usually ascribed pedagogical value to use of university libraries and many educators and students argue that on-line education programs will similarly require library support if they are to be pedagogically credible. Klass (2000) has pointed out that although libraries and bookstores are full of books that offer to teach readers the same material faculty present in their classes, academics are still viewed by students, parents and professional bodies as having a useful role to perform. The same can be argued for libraries and well selected quality information resources. It would seem that for the foreseeable future, access to information in both print and electronic form will continue to be required by staff and students.

Learning outcomes are improved by a strong focus on student centred learning; and resource based learning can be a powerful contributor to improving the quality of teaching and learning by using resources to facilitate autonomous, reflective learning. Meacham (1996) has indicated that such a focus involves a paradigm shift, which if accepted will have profound educational and organisational consequences. For educators to reduce content in their courses and require students instead to find their own information, the educator needs to know that reliable information can be found. This skill cannot always be assumed. A consequence of these factors is that faculty are not always able to advise students on the latest information resources or electronic search techniques.
Supporting study online

Surveys of UniSA students resident in Hong Kong, Singapore and Taipei indicate that access to information services to support courses is an issue of concern. Some students regard libraries as a safety net and see it as a way to get extra information if needed to supplement material supplied as part of a course. For some it is felt that this will improve understanding or academic grades. Libraries are also regarded as an indicator of the reputation of the course provider. The library is one of the indicators used in Australia’s Good Universities Guide and has a section devoted to it in the Department of Education, Training and Youth Affairs publication, Benchmarking; A manual for Australian universities published in 2000.

Library service is likely to be of greatest value and concern to students undertaking higher degrees who already have experience of library support. This could be an important differentiator between competing providers. There is some risk that if no service is available, that particular courses or the whole suite of offerings might be viewed as having lesser value than those offered directly by competitors that provide library support. At a different level, the more traditional universities and their advocates could regard lack of a library service as confirmation that universities offering courses without adequate support must lack depth and academic rigour. In this context it is worth noting the description of major research tools such as Web of Science as a selling point to postgraduate students by the universities that have it. 
Services provided by libraries

Experience at the University of South Australia is that students appreciate a quality and timely service that provides access to a range of resources and services, and that they are willing to pay for this.  Market research conducted by the information provider Questia in the United States suggests that the average student has $200 of discretionary income per month that could be used to purchase information. For some students the library may well prove to be a significant point of contact between students and the university which means that from a business perspective, it makes sense to provide library support as a means of both enriching the learning environment and at the same time providing security for those who see libraries as one of the features of ‘real’ universities. There is a happy coincidence here for marketing and relationship building. For this to be successful however measurement of quality service provision (including student-centricity) are essential. As a minimum, service levels and response times need to be identified and promoted to students based on:

· 7 x 24 hour access to on-line library and information resources including library catalogues, citation and other indexes and full-text databases.

· Person to person contact with library staff via e-mail, phone and fax

· Support for academic programs that recognises individual student needs for a variety of resources and services delivered flexibly

· Use of recognised and standard student satisfaction surveys

· Regular transaction and library usage reports.  

There is also a need to reconsider the extent to which student use of the Internet and libraries to identify and locate information should itself be part of the learning process.

Many librarians and academics view the increasing availability of electronic resources via the Internet as the solution to access for information for students unable or unwilling to visit libraries in person. Unfortunately online resources are not quite the universal panacea we might wish. Certainly all is not quite as favourable to sound educational outcomes as might appear on the surface.  The poor or variable quality of free information has already been mentioned. For quality subscription resources there are other issues. Chief amongst these, and the reason for choosing the word insidious to describe the library as a force for change, is the role choice of databases and electronic journal collections has on information seeking behaviour and course design.

Collection selection and information seeking behaviour

Before considering this however it is worth noting that technical problems and too much traffic can both prevent access to the library’s collection and as such, influence student satisfaction with their university experience. Green (1997) lays out the realities that higher education must face in a changing education market. There are increasing demands on infrastructures as faculty and students depend on expensive technologies such as high-speed data and video networks, online libraries, and production staff and facilities. Attempts to use standard online reference tools and journals are frustrated for many users if the response time runs into too many seconds per screen, never mind minutes. In short, learning may be taking place in the virtual environment of the Internet, but universities must still deal with the very down-to-earth issues of costs, content, and delivery mechanisms. 

In the early days of online teaching there was little range in the databases and electronic journals available. Some collections were of questionable academic quality or relevance but were adopted by academics teaching online simply because they were online and popular with students. The Bell & Howell collection of business related journals provides an example of this. When first released this was the only substantial electronic collection of its type and librarians, academics and students enthusiastically embraced it. It enjoyed many years in which it was ‘The’ recommended source and formed the foundation for many of the first forays into teaching business programs off-campus - even though some academics questioned the authority of some of the journals it contained. For some users, ease of access weighed more heavily than quality of content in selecting the information to be used. In today’s more competitive publishing and education markets, choice is wider and resources that are both academically reputable and relevant to the teaching programs of the university might be rejected on the grounds that they are not accessible to off-campus users, difficult to use or that access is unacceptably slow across communication links.

Although some electronic services have been well supported by academics for more than a decade, reliance upon particular resources can be transitory. Collections are re-evaluated for their value to teaching programs, institutional objectives and value for money and may be replaced if journals important to academics are lost to collections or additional charges for offshore students introduced.  While some academic staff are aware of the number and diversity of electronic resources available, few are aware of the high cost of many of the services. This can be the case even when they are aware of the need to manage their own departmental resources in the current financial climate. Some of these resources are so expensive they are purchased only through contributions from several Schools or research funds. 

The tyranny of statistics

One of the attractions of information in electronic format is that it facilitates the gathering of usage data. Program designers and deliverers for example might find value in re-evaluating teaching methods and curriculum content once student access to individual readings is known. The implications of this for formulating reading lists, protecting privacy and student assessment are not however always appreciated. Academics and librarians will both need to consider carefully the validity of requests to check that a student who cited a resource actually ‘used’ that resource. The implication of checking who uses what extends beyond the issue of privacy to re-evaluating the basis on which resources are funded, acquired and retained. Will use or value be the key criteria? Academics will need to actively promote the use of important resources to their students if they are to be retained in the face of competition for limited resource funding. 

We need to ask then whether an increased capacity to measure not just how often something is used, but by whom, will aid or divert teaching or the selection of resources. The temptation is for libraries to direct their resources into high use (full-text) services at the expense of the lower use specialised services. This conflicts with the view of many academics that “research” is their primary focus. This can be true even of those with substantial cohorts of undergraduate students (Clayton 2000). We need to be cautious in equating our ever-increasing numbers of library web ‘visits’ with a measure that we are providing anything of lasting value to individual users or indeed to the educative mission of the university. As the cost of providing information increases there is increasing pressure to justify our choices. Statistics of use help, but we need to be careful here. Use of databases and effective use to achieve a desired end are quite different. Measures of user satisfaction are not the same as providing library resources that actually help users achieve their objective.

As academic workloads continue to grow and change, librarians may be left as the only evaluators and promoters of significant information resources. Although most libraries are comfortable promoting traditional bibliographic services they also need to be aware that if they don’t actively promote reputable information resources, a commercial provider will do it for their own products without the same concern for content. Similarly, academic staff should questions just what student assignments are intended to measure in an environment in which it is possible to search not just within individual books and articles but across entire collections. Since it is now possible in the hyperlinked world to locate a phrase or specific item of information quickly across hundreds or thousands of books and articles, is it really necessary to read whole books or chapters? What are the implications for the design of courses of a reduction on skills of scanning documents to identify key points? 

Resource providers such as NetLibrary and Amazon provide more attractive sites than those of many universities or libraries, enhancing the books they offer with critical and popular reviews. Similar developments in providing information are accelerating pressure upon libraries and academics. Moebius consortium in Missouri for example is building combined print and e-collections of over 14 million print items and an undetermined number of e-tools with taxpayer money; no shareholders and no profit needed.  The consortium claims that the collection will comprise the contents of 50 academic libraries and as such threatens to undermine one of the hallmarks of an established university, a pre-eminent library collection
Questioning assessment in the new information environment

Developments such as these should lead us to question the way in which information and its use is evaluated and assessed in the education process. Amongst the questions we should be asking are, will users select resources by appearance rather than content and whose summary do you receive if you ask for an annotated bibliography? Plagiarism has always been possible; in today’s information rich environment it is now just a whole lot easier. That bane of libraries, the assignment designed to have an annotated bibliography as an outcome, has just become even less pedagogically sound and we need to continue to question what such assignments attempt to measure, the ability to find information or the ability to do something with it?  

At the same time as the volume of information is increasing, surveys show considerable under-use of some important electronic information resources and obvious needs for marketing of, and training in, resource use (Armstrong 2000; Clayton 2000).  Changing patterns of information use are evident as use of some reputable, bibliographic databases fall compared to that of full-text services.

Although this appears to represent a major change in how information is used by students and academics, we need to be careful to distinguish between the different users and uses of such resources, between undergraduate and postgraduate and between teaching and research. Much of the reported growth in use of electronic resources comes from undergraduate use of large collections of journals such as those provided by Bell & Howell, Ebsco and Gale. The value of such collections in education is ambiguous however since as we have seen, many titles are perceived by faculty to be of little value. 

Students without a critical knowledge of the literature of a subject do not always share the views or values of those who teach and there is plenty of evidence that immediate access to full-text is a major factor in choice of references. It may well be that this is but another reflection of a discontinuity between the traditional view of a university as a place of learning and research that is held by academics, and a more pragmatic view of universities as places for vocational training held by undergraduate students. This of course is not a new view with Candy reporting in 1994 that,
…for the most part, teaching staff and student support staff would be more concerned that higher education should develop students higher order skills and transferable generic skills than would students and graduates, who might feel that the primary purpose of higher education was to prepare them and give them requisite skills for the job market.

With so many information resources of potential benefit available that look and work slightly differently from one another yet are likely to overlap in content, it is increasingly difficult for libraries to decide which to make available, especially if academic staff feel unable to contribute to the evaluation process. This is an area where the law of diminishing returns applies, with staff and students quickly establishing favourites that they diverge from only as a last resort.

In highlighting the need to monitor the impact of the online library on students and their learning outcomes Dority and Garnar (1999) identify a number of questions that we need to address. Apart from the expected question as to what are the most effective ways to provide information services online, they ask whether learners will use resources that are easily but not immediately available or opt instead for whatever is available regardless of quality.  Studies at UniSA and elsewhere show that few respondents are able to nominate more than one database that they use regularly and there is evidence to suggest that students are becoming dependent on full-text databases, using these to the exclusion of all other information sources (Clayton 2000; MacDonald & Dunkelberger 2000).
Information and impatience

Although I am concerned here primarily with use of the Internet and library databases, the potential for reliance upon other electronic collections is in essence no different. If we consider for example Petersen’s 1996 study on what students want from electronic reserve we find that direct availability of information is the attraction, with three quarters of students photocopying material from reserve as opposed to reading it in the library.  In a related study, both users and non-users of a print based reserve system indicated that they would be more likely to read the reserve readings if the full-text were available online or electronically. Printing and the ability to download or e-mail copies of articles were considered key features and most saw 24-hour, seven-day access as essential or very important (Colaric 1997).  

Clearly, for many students, not only is something better than nothing, it’s better than waiting.  

While it may be a reassuring development that in contrast to some of the early offerings of collections of electronic journals, many of the newer collections feature and promote peer-reviewed titles, direct access to information remains the key attraction. Quality content; intuitive interfaces; convenient access and recommendations from librarians or instructors play a lesser though still significant role (Tenopir 1999). 

Although on the surface the big collections of online journals that are now such an integral part of most academic libraries look attractive, there is a need to question whether the benefit from adding a large number of less important titles is greater than that of adding a smaller number of more important titles. To date opinion appears divided on whether the education process would benefit more from fewer marginal journals than from better access to them.  There are other> concerns about ejournals that continue to impede their adoption in teaching. Amongst these are recognition that full-text is not always the complete text of the print counterpart, with some parts of the print version such as letters to the editor missing from the online version. Images may not necessarily appear in their original context while lower quality image resolution can be a problem in certain fields. Most worrying of all, information can be discontinued, deleted or altered on the web without the knowledge of users or libraries. 

An information divide?

Large numbers of students and an expansion of courses offered online or via flexible delivery challenge both academics and librarians to establish and meet the information needs of students. Knowing what resources are available and how they should be used colours the view of each group, with students likely to hold a different view of the education process from academics and librarians. That held by librarians and faculty tends to be that students will do their own information finding from reputable sources (libraries). As Nimon (1999) points out, 

“This is judgement predicated on the aspiration that the student will exploit to the full the range of quality information available. It also assumes that quality information is critical to the attainment of success and that quality information is contained within the systems”. 

In contrast, the expectation of students is likely to be that librarians and teachers will have selected the best resources and included these as part of their course.

Given the rate at which electronic media and resources proliferate, it is understandable that faculty may not always be familiar with the latest developments in information technology and the information it makes available. Even experienced researchers can struggle to keep up-to-date.  The fortunate amongst academic researchers may also have research assistants who use electronic resources on their behalf and this can further remove them from the resources available to their students. While high student numbers means that they will continue to be encouraged to find information themselves, in contrast academics are frequently offered customised current awareness and research services. The risk here is that academics will increasingly be distanced from the way in which students find information. Clayton’s review of the use of databases by faculty at UniSA revealed confusion over what is available and that few faculty attend training sessions – although they often register their intent to attend. This is significant because as Amstutz and Whitson (1997) found, academics tend to require students to use the same sources that they use themselves. Candy and others (1994) also surmised that one of the reasons academics have been less receptive than expected to cooperating with librarians in integrating information literacy skills into the curriculum is because they lack the confidence to retrieve and manage information themselves.

Librarians and academics need to work together to address the questions first raised by Dervin almost a quarter of a century ago. We need to go beyond asking which information sources were used and ask instead, how the library or source was useful. Did use of library resources save time? Did our students find out something as a result of using the library? Did they learn something that will be of continuous value, for example how to find information? Most importantly we need to ask did what our students find help their understanding? As part of this we might consider what kind of help students get from libraries, whether in person or via printed guides, e-mail and websites, and how these might influence response to the questions posed above. Time saved in gathering information for an assignment for example might make more time available for its synthesis and analysis.

A question of responsibility

Expansion in the range of resources and services available to students has been mirrored by increasing concerns over the level and nature of assistance that can and should be provided to students. This extends to questioning just who has responsibility for the intellectual content of literature searches for higher degree students. It is not uncommon for the library to receive offers of payment from students seeking an ‘extended’ information service. There is a particular concern for those students without access to significant library collections, for those who lack the opportunity to acquire adequate search skills through personalised instruction, and for those who appear to lack an appreciation of the relationship between library service and personal responsibility. In some instances, the nature of requests made of libraries, the volume of information sought and the frequency of follow-up requests for assistance in refining literature search results, raises questions of the place of the literature search in a student's course. As a result our librarians are busier than ever.  For one thing, expectations of users of the Internet are so high that they no longer seem to accept the idea that some questions cannot or should not be answered.
As is the case at most universities, at UniSA librarians work closely with academic staff to integrate information literacy into the curriculum and continue to develop web-based tutorials designed to improve the information skills of staff and students. In 1999 the library initiated a program to provide face-to-face assistance to its offshore students. To date it has provided lectures, demonstrations and hands-on training in Singapore, Hong Kong and Bangkok using the facilities of its partners and agents. It has also provided multiple sessions for larger groups using the training facilities of the National Library Board of Singapore. In each case staff of the University conducted the sessions. Although expensive, on-site training is clearly appreciated by both local agents and students and using UniSA staff rather than local librarians is seen as enhancing the commitment of the University to providing the “same’ educational experience available to students in Australia. It recognises that among the things students need to have in advance of their studies is the proficiency in technology use that their online study will require (Kazmer 2000). The sessions offered confirmed our expectation that the assistance and resources needed for on campus students are also needed by those studying off campus. 

A paradigm change?

The growth in information available online has been enormous and shows no sign of abating. Abundance however contains its own challenges. Amongst these are programs that appear to rely upon a limited range of textbooks and other readings and require or encourage little in the way of private research. At the same time students are discovering or being directed to the Internet as a primary information resource. This information rich environment can prove daunting to staff and students alike if they lack the skills, the technology, the confidence or the will to fully exploit the information that is available. As the amount of information available continues to grow, and the number of institutions moving into flexible delivery of education accelerates, it becomes urgent to reconceptualise not just the role of libraries, but the way in which information is discovered, evaluated and incorporated into the curriculum. This reconceptualisation needs to take into account the move in selection of information resources from individual academics to faculties, librarians and commercial information providers. In short, a combination of change within higher education and libraries coupled with the continuous growth of information available through the Internet is transforming teaching and learning. The implications of this change are as yet largely unappreciated. 

The ability and willingness of academic staff to engage with new technologies to access and use information varies. Faculty knowledge of electronic information resources and their attitude to this are a significant factor in affecting student use of the library, but it is clear from work at UniSA that academic staff, with a few notable exceptions, are unaware of the widening gap between their use and knowledge of information resources and that of their students. Sadly, they continue to have little appreciation of the role libraries can play in the learning process.
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