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ABSTRACT

[bookmark: _GoBack]One of the four brands of The Independent Institute of Education (The IIE), Rosebank College, implemented its first digitally-enabled campus in Polokwane, South Africa during 2015, opening its doors to new cohorts for the first time in January 2016. This new Rosebank College campus changed the tertiary landscape by embarking on a different model of education, offering all teaching and learning, as well as support services, in a digitally-enabled environment. From a focus on e-learning via the Blackboard Learn Management System (LMS), supported by a number of scheduled contact sessions, to digital library services this digitally-enabled campus was designed to cater for a new mode of delivery. In order to cater for the information needs of the new campus, a digital library and information service (LIS) model was required as opposed to the traditional paper-based library service. This new approach is changing the landscape of information services offered at The IIE. Valuable lessons were learnt during the planning and implementation of the digital learning commons. In this paper, an overview is provided of how it was planned and implemented and lessons learnt are shared.   

1. Introduction and background

At the time of submitting this paper, there were 117 private higher education institutions (HEIs), accredited by the Council on Higher Education (CHE) to offer certificate, diploma and degree qualifications in South Africa. There are 26 publicly funded universities. Private HEIs, such as The IIE, offer a range of accredited qualifications at both undergraduate and postgraduate level. The IIE operates across 23 sites offering more than 80 registered and accredited higher education programmes, ranging from higher certificates to Master’s degrees on its Varsity College, Vega and Design School Southern Africa (DSSA), and Rosebank College campuses.

The IIE’s digitally enabled teaching and learning programmes require a different information support approach. Rosebank College implemented its first digitally-enabled campus, or ‘connected campus’ as it is generally known, in 2015. The mode of teaching and learning on this campus follows a new trend in digital learning for The IIE. As a result, traditional library and information services needed to be changed accordingly and the library and its services adapted to a more digital environment. Interdepartmental collaboration with departments such as information technology department, has increased. New and dual roles for librarians are emerging. Incorporating cyber centres into physical library spaces, or having them in close proximity to the library, has changed the look and feel of the physical spaces and layout. Libraries have developed into collaborative digital spaces, designed and equipped for enhanced electronic access to information.

1.1. The Independent Institute of Education (The IIE) Library and Information Services (LIS) Model

The IIE Senate is the governing body of all its library services and policies, and regulates compliance to set standards. The library services team is headed by a Head of Library and Information Services, as part of The IIE Central Academic Team, and three decentralised national librarians. This library management team manages 23 library sites within a matrix management structure.

It is not uncommon for a private HEI library to have smaller information collections and physical spaces compared to its public counterparts. Information collection building in the private HEI library is more focused and is offered as specialised information and reference collections.

Globally, traditional library roles are fast changing and are now faced with new challenges such as more collaboration across disciplines and the adoption of dual roles (as increasingly required from librarians and information specialists). Incorporating cyber centres into library spaces necessitates a re-think and re-engineering to transform library spaces into fully-fledged digital learning commons. The digital librarian is in need of new skills, such as having a working knowledge of eReader software, to name but one new skills’ requirement. The role of digital librarian is becoming increasingly embedded into teaching and learning. Digital access to information services for students and academics of the digital campus is now part of the e-learning managed in the LMS.

The planning and implementation of a digital learning commons, as a suitable digital library model rather than a traditional paper-based library and information service, was an obvious choice for the newly established Polokwane Rosebank College campus. Valuable lessons were learnt during the planning and implementation of this digital learning commons.

2. What is in a name?

Since 2004, LIS scholars have defined terms such as ‘learning commons’, ‘knowledge commons’, ‘research commons’ and ‘media commons’. Lori (2013, p.3) refers to the definition used by Beagle who describes a ‘learning commons’ as “a cluster of network access points and associated  IT [information technology] tools situated in the context of physical, human, and social resources organised in support of learning”. It is clear that Lori views a ‘learning commons’ slightly different from an ‘information commons’ where IT plays a bigger role in the digital learning commons.

It was decided that the Polokwane digitally-enabled learning space must:
· Be inviting, equipped and a digitally-enabled learning space;
· Be both a demarcated physical as well as a virtual space;
· Collaborate and share expertise between IT, the library and academics;
· Have access to services at all hours via the Internet if possible (a ‘library without walls’ principle); and
· Have staff that are digitally skilled, proactive, innovative, flexible and developmental.


3. The Polokwane case study: Breaking the mould, setting new trends

The mode of delivery in digitally enabled learning is based on designing programmes where the lecturer and the student may be separated at certain intervals. The CHE’s guidelines for distance learning in South Africa (2014, p.12) make provision for single mode, dual mode and mixed mode distance education. The University of South Africa (UNISA) provides mostly single mode distance education, whilst, The IIE brands, such as Rosebank College, to date, offer a mixed mode, continuously expanding on digitally enabled methods. Programmes at Rosebank College are offered via contact sessions coupled with digital learning support and online access to relevant information via the Blackboard Learn LMS student portal.

The IIE embraces technology-enabled learning. Agherdien (2015, p.3), instructional designer at The IIE, describes this form of learning as: “… social beings involved [in] complex intellectual, social and psychological processes that happen in a fluid space”. The advocacy, planning and implementation of a digital learning commons to cater for the academic information needs of the new campus add information and information technology components to this definition, playing out in a multi-disciplinary environment of co-operation.

3.1. Rosebank College and digitally enabled learning: cutting edge trends in HEI

The IIE’s Rosebank College started offering distance education in 2013 with the Bachelor of Business Administration degree. In 2016, The IIE embarked on a new learning model, implemented for the first time on the Rosebank College Polokwane campus, making use of the Blackboard Learn LMS for all offerings.

3.2. Planning and implementing a digital learning commons – Towards Library 3.0

The long-term objective is to develop library services equipped to offer services complimentary to these new trends, and as such develop the digital learning commons into a 3.0 library. According to Kwanya, Stilwell and Underwood (2015) progressing to a 3.0 library model implies that a library service and its institutional decision makers are moving away from traditional library services towards electronic services. The planning and implementation of the campus’ digital learning commons was an important part of the Polokwane connected campus project plan. The project team comprised of the project manager, academic manager, head librarian and national librarian, general manager, financial manager, IT manager, operations manager and consultants. The project team considered blue prints of international digital learning commons, before making decisions for the Polokwane campus’ digital commons.

According to Farber (2012, p.3), the learning commons philosophy is contextual, iterative and evolving and there are four cyclical stages which need to be taken into consideration when implementing it. In the Rosebank College, Polokwane case, the four cyclical stages as described by Farber (2012, p.5) were applied as follows.

· Stage 1: Essential conditions
This stage is about building a shared vision with the academic community, students and staff members. During the period of establishing the digitally connected model and the digital learning commons, the project team for The IIE’s Rosebank College involved every stakeholder whom they thought would be valuable to consult in the planning generally, as well as for the learning commons.

· Stage 2: Applying the framework
The learning commons conceptual framework describes four learning spaces namely: open commons, virtual commons, physical commons and investigative commons (Farber, 2012, p.6). The Polokwane campus digital commons answers to all these requirements and offers a welcoming, technology-rich, flexible space for learning either individually or in small or large groups. The entire building is Wi-Fi enabled with charging stations for laptops, smartphones and tablets.
· Stage 3: Implementation
Faber’s (2012, p.6) four cyclical stages are critical to the successful implementation of a digital learning commons. Implementation involved firstly appointing suitable staff to assist the team, acquiring and availing all the relevant materials, and preparing the physical space. The Polokwane campus has an area with moveable tables, chairs and work stations in the library space. There is an adjoining cyber centre area, opening into a collaborative space and managed by the librarian.
· Stage 4: Analyse, evolve and adopt
The digital learning commons has to keep up with ever changing technological developments to stay relevant, which requires the staff to be proactive and open to new developments. Going forward, the management of The IIE and Rosebank College will need to analyse how the learning commons has supported the teaching and learning at the connected campus. The progress and expected performance of this will be evaluated during the post-project monitoring phase.

3.3. New library and information services require new skills

Information technologies in the 21st century are changing and developing rapidly. These global changes influence every facet of library and information services in public, academic and special libraries. There are new opportunities and challenges to library professionals to play important roles in the knowledge society of HEI (Pawar and Kaur, [s.a.], p.1). The digital library staff at Polokwane campus is required to have all the skills and competencies of a Web 3.0 librarian as explained by Kwanya et al. (2015). These skills, among others, include information retrieval skills, resource and product knowledge, and legal knowledge for agreements, licenses, copyright and DRM compliance.

3.3.1. Embedded librarianship for the digital environment

‘Embedded librarianship’ is defined as a distinctive innovation that moves the librarians out of libraries and creates a new model of library and information work (Dene, 2011, p.225). In order for embedded librarianship to work on this connected campus, the Head Librarian from The IIE worked closely with the module developers to ensure that some of the textbooks that had to be used by students and lecturers were available as e-books accessible via the library system. The National Librarian assisted with training of new staff.

3.3.2. Realigning library orientation sessions for the information needs in a digital environment

Traditional library orientation sessions such as information literacy training, plagiarism and referencing workshops, library guides and others had to be adapted to successfully introduce students to the changed service model.


Library orientation and training sessions are offered to both students and lecturers and include:
· Learning information retrieval and database search skills to access information via the library website;
· Introduction to study skills and assignment writing;
· Training sessions to understand intellectual integrity, plagiarism prevention and consequences of plagiarism as set out in The IIE Intellectual Integrity Policy (as found on the library website);
· Training sessions on how to use plagiarism prevention software, Safe Assign (self-help videos are available on the library website); and
· Assistance with downloading eReader software (shortcuts to free software downloads are available on the library website).

3.4. Collection building for a digital learning commons

Collection building principles for a digital learning commons are different from traditional academic collection building principles and practices. A digital learning commons requires the library team to have extensive product knowledge to ensure that the correct databases and electronic resources are selected. E-resources for all The IIE students are accessible on and off campus through central EZproxy authentication. The print collection is limited and is mainly for use on the campus as core reference material. Services also include intra- and inter-library loan facilities – should additional material be required.

3.4.1. E-resources

Electronic resources (also known as ‘e-resources’) form an important part of a digital common’s information source collections. Johnson, Evensen, Gelfand, Lammers, Sipe and Zilper (2012, p.3) explain that “[e]lectronic resources refer to those materials that require computer access, whether through a personal computer, mainframe or handheld mobile device”. A range of e-journals, e-books and full text databases were acquired to fulfil the information needs of the new connected campus. At the Polokwane campus, the library provides access to e-resource packages and subscriptions from EBSCOhost, SABINET and Education Resources Information Centre (ERIC), which include the required e-books, e-journals and e-databases. Information is accessible anywhere, any time and downloadable to most devices.

3.4.2. E-books

Vassiliou and Rowley (2008) refer to Armstrong, Edwards and Lonsdale when they define an ‘e-book’. The definition of an ‘e-book’ is “any piece of electronic text regardless of size or composition (a digital object), but excluding journal publications, made available electronically (or optically) for any device (handheld or desk-bound) that includes a screen” (Vassiliou & Rowley, 2008). On average, each course being offered on this connected campus has two e-books as prescribed textbooks. The IIE library website has various free software download links, which are used by users on their devices such as laptops and tablets to download, read and interact with the prescribed and recommended e-books. Devices are not supplied to students, but the library has work stations for accessing and downloading textbooks, as well as loading stations where devices can be powered or recharged.


3.4.3. Digital rights management

The digital environment brings with it new challenges in terms of copyright compliance. Digital rights of publishers, suppliers and authors receive special consideration in this regard. The American Library Association Digital Content Working Group (2012) states that “Digital Rights Management (DRM) is any system used by producers, publishers and vendors to embed technological controls on what users can do with electronic files such as e-books”. Subscriptions and license agreements of digital subscriptions are managed on a national level, while training and awareness among students and academics takes place on campus.

3.5. Challenges and benefits of implementing a digital learning commons

Adopting a new mode of information support in a digital learning commons has numerous benefits, but also a set of challenges. The digital learning commons implementation was part of the bigger Polokwane project. All costs were included in the main project budget.

Table 1 below summarises the benefits and challenges experienced in implementing the digital learning commons.

	Benefits
	Challenges

	Access to the latest electronic resources
	E-resources are expensive

	No overdue library fees on e-books, damaged or lost books
	Exchange rate fluctuations complicate budget planning

	Access to subscription and free e-books 
	Reskilling of librarians is an ongoing requirement

	Access to a wealth of knowledge via open access (OA) resources
	Managing and overcoming resistance to using e-books

	Sharing of skills across departments
	Ensuring that academic staff and students have the digital skills required

	Supports independent learning
	Creating an awareness of plagiarism and plagiarism prevention skills in a digital environment

	Unrestricted access to information on and  off campus
	Management, librarians and staff staying abreast of new technological developments

	The first phase of funding was part of the bigger project
	Securing future budgets to maintain and develop the digital learning commons 



Table 1: Benefits and challenges of a digital learning commons


4. Conclusion

The first phase of implementing the digital learning commons was finalised in early 2016. A suitably qualified librarian was appointed and training and orientation sessions are on target. The digital environment makes embedded librarianship imperative. Continuous co-operation between the library, IT and academic departments is essential for the success of the digital learning commons. Students, lecturers and support staff have access to various resources electronically on and off campus at any given point in time and that has helped research and study to take place more effectively compared to traditional library information access. 

Digital learning commons are dynamic and they require continuous research to adapt to new knowledge and technological trends. The new generation of students are digitally inclined and better prepared than before to engage and connect digitally. The Polokwane connected campus and its digital learning commons provide a state of the art learning environment with unlimited access to high quality academic information sources and teaching and learning support –thereby, ensuring a positive student experience.
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