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The Information Commons at the Portland Center of George Fox University came together as several needs became apparent.  Bruce Arnold, the IT support staff at the Portland Center, was very much aware of the inadequacies of the computer lab.  It was too small, poorly lit, and in a poor location to be properly serviced.  Charles Kamilos, the Portland Center Librarian, at about the same time, was becoming aware that the front part of the library where the current periodical racks and the reference computers for accessing the library catalog were located, was widely avoided and becoming irrelevant as more and more students arrived on campus and wireless technology was coming into the building.  At this same time, building and facilities personnel were being pressured to find more space for growth.  The time was right to do “something different.”


Bruce and Charles, along with John Newberry, the facilities manager, came up with the idea for an information commons that would bring together the computer lab and IT support with library reference services.  This would free up the room currently occupied by the computer lab, providing some additional space for growth.  Our problem was that none of us had the strategic skill or the clout necessary to make it happen.  We took the idea to the Portland Center Administrative Council.  The Council heard the idea and thought it had merit.  The Council further suggested that the plans for an information commons in the library be a part of a larger strategic plan to address technology issues overall at the Portland Center.  The Council appointed a task force composed of Bruce, John, Charles, and Carol Green.  Carol Green was a newly arrived dean of the School of Professional Studies located within our building.  She brought to the project the strategic planning skills the rest of us lacked.


We have included a copy of the strategic plan we devised and presented to the Administrative Council.  You can see that the plan ultimately became much more comprehensive than simply the establishment of the information commons, although the information commons was the centerpiece of the plan, the selling-point, if you will.  This plan was sent up the chain.  When it came back, some of it was funded and some of it was not.  We ended up receiving something in the neighborhood of $35,000.  This amount allowed us to replace the computer lab machines and to create the Information Commons.  We hired a contractor to construct the furniture.  We moved Bruce’s office out of an oversized closet and into a nice corner office right off the Commons.  We moved the photocopy machines out of the room adjacent to Bruce’s new office to prepare for the creation of a Teaching-Learning lab for IT support and training of faculty.  Realizing that we were not going to get all that we needed in terms of funding, we did the best we could with what we were given.


The Smart Classrooms, the laptop lab for the Master of Arts in Teaching program and the Library Loaner machines, the PolyCom video conferencing unit, and the chairs all ended up being funded from other sources.  Regardless of the funding source, however, the impetus for the provision of these resources came from the strategic plan.  What did not get funded were the SmartBoard, the mobile computer lab, the Teaching-Learning lab, and the .5 FTE staff we needed to help cover the increased need we anticipated as a result of improved services.  These aspects of the plan were not adopted by the university and have been dropped from the overall plan.

The Information Commons opened in November of 2006.  We ended up painting the area with money from book fines and the sale of weeded volumes, doing the labor ourselves.  The Commons was an immediate success, attracting the attention of the University President and Chief Financial Officer, who came in repeatedly to just take a look and complement us on the improvements.  Students immediately liked it as well.  Reference questions immediately increased, largely due to the proximity of the computer lab to the library reference desk.  Access to IT was improved remarkably.

As we got going with the Commons, we realized we needed to add some features.  Soon we had light diffusers placed over the fluorescent lighting fixtures to soften the glare.  We added a color printer, a fax machine, and a scanning station.  Because the .5 FTE staff was not added, we installed doors so that the Commons could remain open when the library was closed.  Now the Information Commons is open essentially the same hours as the building.  This added about 1-2 hours of access every day.
Since the Teaching-Learning Lab did not get funded, the room next to Bruce’s office that had been prepared for it was now available.  The university added a new faculty position as Director of Hybrid Learning.  This position was to have office space at the Portland Center.  This became her office.  However, it soon became evident that this was a poor location, providing too much access to her as an Information Commons resource.  One of my dreams, as yet not articulated, was to get the Writing Center Services that were now fully developed on the Newberg campus for undergraduates over to provide services to graduate students at the Portland Center.  When the Director of Hybrid Learning was located elsewhere in the building, this office space became occupied by the Portland Writing Center.  The Information Commons Services were then complete.
Being a liberal arts oriented librarian, I was eager to use the wall space in the new Information Commons for art displays.  This has proven to be a highly successful addition to the ambience of the Commons.  We highlight artwork produced by artists who are somehow affiliated with the university.  We actually will sell the art.  The library retains a 10% commission.  This is a good deal for the artist who usually has to agree to a 30% gallery fee and it is good for the library because it provides additional funds outside of the normal stream.  If the walls are bare between shows, we receive comments immediately asking about the next show.

One of the unanticipated consequences of the Information Commons was the negative staff response.  To be honest, the Information Commons has required very little additional work outside of the work already being performed by the library staff.  The staff must replace paper and toner in the printers and photocopiers more often than they had to before due to increased usage.  I felt I had done a really good job explaining to staff how much improved service would benefit the students.  What I had not anticipated was the “not in my backyard” attitude of the staff as the Information Commons officially opened.  This attitude did require some adjusting that was, at times, painful.  Nevertheless, it is fair to say that today the adjustments have been made and that staff is either actually happy with the changes or simply resigned to it all.

Both Bruce and I have plans for the future.  The Teaching-Learning Lab which was initially conceived of as primarily a resource for faculty has morphed into a full blown multimedia production lab.  The library is willing to cede one of its four group study rooms for the cause.  We would hope to have all of the equipment and software necessary to provide both students and faculty a full service multimedia production center.  Bruce would like to see his services develop into a full service IT service desk at the Portland Center.  This service desk would provide graduate commuting and distance students the same high level of service currently provided to the traditional, residential, undergraduate student population in Newberg.  Finally, the library would very much like to reassess the use of the area currently occupied by the traditional Reference collection.  The librarians have noted that our student population does not make the same use of these resources as one might think.  It is possible to repurpose this area for more collaborative work space for students working together on team projects, perhaps adding a couple of new technology elements to assist them in bringing their work together into one cohesive presentation.

Overall, the Information Commons at the Portland Center of George Fox University has been a great success.  It has redefined the idea of library in the minds of both students and faculty to a place of collaborative work and discovery.
