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Part 2:  “We’re Listening … Talk to Us!”  (August to 
November 2005) 
 

Ethical Review 
 
On the advice of the Acting Chair of the Human Subjects Research Committee, this 
portion of the project was submitted for review to the Human Subjects Research 
Committee. Approval to proceed was forthcoming on 2005 September 06. 
 

Methodology 
 

Questions 
 
Based on the aggregated results notebook, three topics were identified for further 
followup: 
 
• Quality of and access to information resources 
• Services provided directly by staff 
• Noise in the Library. 
 

Framework for project 
 
An invitation to participate was publicized from mid-September to October 6.  (See 
Appendix J)  The publicity took many forms including: 
• a link to the invitation from an icon on the Library website,  
• a notice on the University’s Notice Board,  
• direct email using established University mailing lists for faculty, graduate students 

and undergraduates 
• a notice in The Legend 
• a notice in The Melorist 
• screensavers both in the Library and around the campus 
• posters in the Library 
• word of mouth 
Those indicating an interest in participating were asked to indicate all the ways they had 
learned about this project.  Direct mail was referenced by the majority of applicants. 
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An incentive to participate was offered.  The incentive prize was a chance to win one of 6 
sets of four $5 food vouchers (total value of $20 per set) good at the food vendors in the 
Students Union building. 
 
The application to participate was online. (See Appendix K)  In addition to their name, 
email address and relevant demographic data, applicants were also asked to indicate rank 
the issues with respect to interest and to indicate using a menu of pre-arranged timeslots 
which ones worked with their schedule.  As applicants submitted their form, the data 
submitted was captured into an access database and exported into Excel to facilitate 
formation of the groups. 
 
There were a total of 79 applications.  Applicants were separated into their respective 
user group constituencies:  11 faculty members, 10 graduate students, and 58 
undergraduate students.  Faculty and graduate students were grouped together for the 
purposes of the focus groups.  Groups were formed using the user group constituency as a 
basis.  Then primary interests were considered.  Finally groups “coagulated” around 
enough people with a given interest in a given timeslot.  Some negotiation with 
applicants took place, either asking if they could adjust their schedule to accommodate a 
different timeslot given their primary interest or, failing that, if they were interested in 
joining a focus group on their secondary interest that worked with their schedule.  In the 
end all applicants were contacted as arrangements for the focus groups were made. 
 
A total of 65 invitations to specific focus groups were sent out. 48 recipients responded:  
40 affirmative and 8 negative.  In the end, 32 participants (6 faculty, 4 graduate students 
and 22 undergraduate students) formed a total of 8 focus groups:  4 on collections (2 
faculty/graduate student ones and 2 undergraduate student ones), 2 undergraduate focus 
groups on service and 2 undergraduate focus groups on noise in the Library. 
 
The task of moderating was divided between L. Jacobs, LibQUAL+™ Project Librarian 
and S. Greidanus, LibQUAL+™ Research Assistant with Ms. Greidanus moderating all 
but one of the undergraduate focus groups. 
 
Two specific questions were posed as the basis for discussion: 

• what are the specific concerns about this topic that you feel the Library should be 
aware of? 

• what suggestions would you make to the Library with respect to addressing these 
concerns? 

 

Analysis 
 
All focus group sessions were recorded and notes were taken on the discussion.  Time 
prevented a full transcription of the recordings.  However, all field notes and recordings 
were reviewed independently by the Project Librarian and the Research Assistant and 
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summarized independently.  These independent summaries were then reconciled through 
discussion. 
 
All participants were invited to a “What we heard” meeting on 2005 October 31.  A 
summary of the results was presented for validation by all focus group participants.  This 
meeting offered further insight and cross-commentary about the summary results which 
further enriched the data gathered. 
 
The results of the validation meeting were then presented to Library staff on 2005 
November 3.  Library staff present (~20) counted off to form five groups.  Each group 
was given a set of summary results pertaining to one of the following five issues: 
• Intellectual access to information resources 
• Physical access to information resources 
• Quality of information information 
• Services provided directly by staff 
• Noise in the Library 
Each group was asked to review the summary results of the focus groups by reflecting on 
the following questions: 
• With respect to the specific concerns identified by participants: 

o What is going on here?   
o What have we learned from our users?   
o Do the experiences of the users mesh with our own view of this same topic?  

If not, why not?   
o What does this mean in terms of how we respond? 

• With respect to the specific suggestions proposed by participants to address these 
concerns: 

o Are the suggestions ones that we can adopt or adapt? If so, what do we need 
to do to?  What are the next steps? 

o Do we want to offer a different response?  If so, what might that response be? 
 
The staff groups were asked to report on their reflection to the larger audience.  This 
generated much discussion and brainstorming. 
 
The staff discussion for each topic was then summarized and the staff participating in 
each group was asked to confirm that the summary reflected their group’s discussion.  
These summaries then became part of the results as well. 
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Results:  User Concerns and Suggestions, Library Staff 
Reflections 

 
Findings from each of the focus group topics are summarized below.  A summary of the 
Library staff’s response is also included after each topic.  
 

Quality of and access to information resources 
 
Two different perspectives on collections were offered, one by Faculty and Graduate 
students combined (i.e., a total of six faculty and four graduate students) and the other by 
undergraduate students (i.e., total of nine).  As well, aspects of this topic came up in the 
focus groups on “service provided directly by staff”, especially as these particular 
discussions wandered into the territory of learning to use the library. 
 
Faculty spoke to the issue of collections in terms of their perceptions of and concerns for 
student access and in terms of supporting their research.  Graduate students drew on their 
experiences as undergraduate students at the University of Lethbridge as well as on their 
current experiences using the collection as graduate students.  Undergraduate students 
spoke for themselves and their undergraduate peers. 
 
The general consensus of those choosing to discuss the topic of collections was that, for 
them, collection—having one and being able to access it—is the most important attribute 
of the library.  
 
On the specific topic of access, two threads emerged:  intellectual access or “how to use 
the library” and physical access (e.g., circulation policies, etc.). 
 

a. Intellectual Access 
 

What we heard 
 
Concern was expressed about the quality of information being used by students 
which suggests that they do not know what kinds of information exist, how to 
access this information or how to properly use a library for their research. 
 

“… it is my belief that our students really don’t know (my undergraduate 
students) don’t really know how to use an academic library.  Some of 
them, to my surprise, are really rather intimidated by it.  They don’t see 
this as—learning how to use an academic library— as being [an] integral 
part of the whole undergraduate education … and it is certainly obvious 
from their essay proposals that they really haven’t been using the library 
very much …”  (Faculty member) 



--------------- 
Page 64 of 104 
LibQUAL at the University of Lethbridge - Final Report.doc 
L. Jacobs & S. Greidanus 
2005 November 
 

 
There was the opinion that students simply don’t access what is available to them 
locally.   
 

“…the student access issue is that they don’t access, it is not that it isn’t 
here.  … I don’t think I have ever had a situation where I’ve had books 
that I desired that weren’t here or references that were necessary that 
students couldn’t get.  It’s that they didn’t get them. … I mean I have 
never yet accepted an excuse from a student which is “I can’t get 
access”.  I consider that to be a cop-out.  If you are ready to go, geared 
up, organized you can get access from this library.” (Faculty member) 

 
This issue is exacerbated by the students’ lack of understanding about 
fundamental steps in research and by the “era of instant gratification” where it is 
perceived by faculty that students don’t want to work at working to find 
information.  It was also noted that in some areas that students seem to be simply 
choosing the wrong databases to conduct their searches.   
 
To complicate matters, some areas of research are becoming increasingly more 
interdisciplinary.  In addition, there is increased reliance on “gray literature” (e.g., 
reports, promotional literature, etc.) in other research areas.  It was noted that 
there are inherent challenges in searching interdisciplinary topics.  This applies as 
well to searching the Web for “gray literature”.  It was recognized that strategies 
for teaching these kinds of information seeking need to be developed and 
implemented. 
 
Special mention was made of difficulties encountered by students who are either 
transfer students to or exchange students in upper undergraduate level courses.  
Students coming up through the local system know the library and are likely to 
have had some introduction to using it.  Exchange students or students 
transferring into the University do not have this background which results in an 
uneven playing field for the students in a given program and impedes their 
progress.  It was recognized that some strategies need to be developed to address 
this situation. 
 
The Web came up as a special challenge as it is recognized that students are 
turning more and more to the Web as a source of information.  There were 
concerns by faculty and some students alike about the reliability of the 
information available via the Web and the need for students to become more 
discriminate in its use.  Perhaps in reaction, it was noted by students that 
professors are specifically stating that the Internet may not be used for their 
research causing some students to confess that they “sneak” their resources off the 
net by not including the URL in the corresponding citation. 
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While lamenting these issues and reflecting on their own experience, one faculty 
member did acknowledge: 
 

“…maybe you’re right maybe the students are just – I don’t know -- I don’t 
think it is a factor of the times but those of us that are where we are sitting 
now, we’re the geeks – that’s fairly obvious so – our strategies may not 
represent the whole – they probably didn’t represent the whole 10-15-20 
years ago either – I’m just taking a wild guess”  (Faculty member) 

 
It was recognized that the responsibility for addressing these issues rests with both 
the faculty and the librarians.  It was recognized that Faculty have to provide 
opportunities in the first and second year level courses in order to establish the 
patterns of research required by the students in their upper undergraduate classes: 
 

“ … don’t get them in the door at first year, I don’t know how you convince 
them to walk through the door in fourth year because they have already 
established a pattern of not coming to the library in order to do some of 
their quote-unquote work”  (Faculty member) 

 
However, it was noted that assigning term papers and other writing assignments 
becomes problematic and impractical as class sizes increase.  One suggestion to 
this problem was to use library assignments, designed to introduce students to the 
library, to facilitate the discovery of major tools in a disciplinary area, and to 
expose the student to research in a given subject area.   
 
While the faculty discussing this topic did not actually develop the role that the 
librarian might play in addressing issues of intellectual access, they did comment 
on the benefit of having a subject librarian to refer students to: 
 

“… having a subject librarian is a rare luxury. … So here we got, I mean I 
send people to our subject librarian all the time – “well go and see your 
subject librarian” – that’s a rare luxury that the UofL’s got.  You know, if 
we ever lost that, it would be a real tragedy.”  (Faculty member) 

 
Meanwhile, students, both at the undergraduate and graduate levels, commented 
on the benefit of integrating the subject librarians into classes both as a way of 
introducing students to the potential of the library: 
  

“I don’t know if this is common to intro classes cause I didn’t do my intro 
stuff here but I did take my intro to XXX this summer and XXX librarian 
came out for one – part of one class.  And she was awesome.  Like I think 
I learned more about the library from her presentation than I had on my 
own just stumbling around last year looking for stuff.  She was very 
helpful.”  (Undergraduate student) 

 
and introducing them to their subject librarian: 
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“… our librarian was really good cause she showed us where our 
discipline stuff is commonly found and, like, her contact info.  It was nice 
to feel like you had one point of contact in the library ‘cause often, you 
know, you go in there and go to the information desk and you’re just like 
“whose available?”  I feel like I have a really big project, I can just call her 
up and, like, “can we set up an appointment?” and you have your 
personal guide to resources.”  (Undergraduate student) 

 
In addition, during the validation meeting with participants, one student 
specifically mentioned the benefit she had derived academically from taking 
Library Science 2000. 

 
There was a general consensus from the faculty and graduate students discussing 
this that tours, in particular, didn’t work to facilitate student understanding of the 
library or how to do research on a topic.  However, undergraduate students felt 
that tours were all that were required to learn how to use the library and if you 
missed the opportunity to take a tour, then you missed out on your research.  They 
felt that class-organized tours were especially helpful.  There was the suggestion 
that tours should be made mandatory for all entering students (although it was 
recognized this might be hard to organize).  In addition, it was suggested that 
perhaps right at the beginning of semester might not be the best time for the 
Library to conduct tours since there is so much going on at that time.  The 
students noted that, as it currently stands, most of them have to be self-motivated 
to sign up for a tour so most students likely would not sign up.  However, these 
same students felt that if the tours were held later in the semester and/or provided 
weekend and evening options and/or were more focused on orienting the students 
to the appropriate resources for researching their term papers, there would be 
more opportunity and motivation for students to partake of the tours. 
  
The Library Staff Reflect: 
 
The concerns expressed regarding intellectual access to the collection are shared 
by the Library.  The take-away message seems to be that we need to increase 
awareness of the issue and of our role in addressing the issue.  To date, the 
Library has focused on developing information literacy content1 but has spent 
very little time on creating awareness of this program or on the advantages of 
using the library.  There seems to be a huge need to educate the University 
community, especially faculty, about this service in order to make both faculty 
and students aware of what is available and to engage students who might 
otherwise never enter the Library or who use it only as study space.  This suggests 

 
1 Students learn how to define their information needs, develop effective research strategies, use various 
types of information tools effectively, critically evaluate the information and apply the information 
appropriately. 
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that we need to reach out to faculty and work more closely with them on this issue 
and reach out to students to alert them to the possibilities that already exist. 
 
On the topic of tours, there was respect for the suggestion that additional tours 
might be scheduled for later in the semester since there is a lot happening at the 
start of the semester.  There is merit in offering tours when they are more relevant 
to the students’ course work.  Later tours might be more targeted to the research 
process and we might consider offering “Lunch & Learns” when the students 
need assistance in their research.  There was the reminder of the TPCs (term paper 
counseling) that we discontinued a few years ago. 
 
There was recognition that we need to help people to help themselves.  We need 
to increase awareness of the subject librarians as a resource for students and to 
encourage users to make better use of the subject librarians by encouraging 
appointments and/or holding office hours to address subject specific questions. 

 
It is obvious our current ways of approaching this issue are not necessarily 
working.  Variety is key to attracting the attention of students.  We need to break 
out of our routines and find new ways of connecting with students.  The point was 
made that if we offer the same "old" thing in the same "old" way at the same "old" 
time every year, users lose interest or think they have heard it all before. 

 
b. Physical Access 
 
What we heard. 
 
The topic of physical access to the collection identified two issues of specific note 
generally described as “policies for access” and “hours of opening” 

 
i. Policies for access 

 
It was noted by faculty that this is one of the better libraries with respect to 
loan policies.  Concern was raised, however, about the special loans policy 
and a user having to know who among library staff might be the best 
person with whom to negotiate a special loan.  As a suggestion, the idea 
was raised whether, in fact, the non-circulating collections to which this 
policy applies should have their non-circulating status reconsidered for 
short term loans similar to those for journals. 
 
The same concern regarding “who you know” was raised with respect to 
the policies around the interlibrary loan.  It was also noted that there are 
inconsistencies in what is said (i.e., policy) and what is actually done (i.e., 
procedurally).  It was noted that this was unfair to those people who did 
not know to ask for flexibility. 
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“I think you actually raised a very good point about the sort of hush-
hush policies around interlibrary loans.  For those of us who haven’t 
formed a relationship with a department librarian and who says, I 
know it says 50 per year but we can really accommodate you… so if 
we have a policy that states there’s 50 a year and you’ve been 
making your research decisions based on that policy … I think that is 
a bit of an issue to have policy and practice not being remotely close 
and I think that’s a concern.” (Graduate Student) 

 
There was also confusion about borrowing privileges for graduate students 
and questions raised about the consequences of exceeding one’s ILL 
quota.  Users indicated their interest in being able to monitor the use of 
their ILL quota or to at least receive a statement of how many were used 
in the previous fiscal year. 
 
The electronic courtesy notices (email reminders to return or renew library 
materials) received very special mention by faculty and students alike.  
This is a much appreciated service enhancement. 
 
There was frustration about users who keep materials out for the full loan 
period even if they are not being used or when they are in high demand by 
classmates and a question about why the library could not facilitate quick 
returns of materials that are in demand by others.  There was also 
frustration about why print journals do not circulate to undergraduate 
students and frustration that CDs do not circulate out to undergraduate 
students. 
 
The Reserve Collection also came under scrutiny.  Specific concerns 
mentioned included an inadequate number of copies of readings, problems 
with missing pages in the readings, pages of the reading out of order, 
readings in the wrong file.  To remedy these problems, it was suggested 
that one copy be “read only” for those wanting to read and not photocopy 
the reading.  It was also felt that loan periods are too short for those 
individuals who choose to read the reserve as opposed to copying it, 
especially for students whose first language was not English.  It was also 
noted that for library materials placed on reserve, the access to the items 
are restricted for all borrowers, not just those affiliated with the course for 
which the materials are on reserve. 
 
Interlibrary loan (ILL) was described as an excellent service but it was felt 
that most undergraduate students don’t really know about it and if they do 
know about it, they will not use it unless it is absolutely needed.  The 
quotas were perceived to be problematic for users more dependent on the 
monographic literature (given that most journals are now accessible 
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electronically).  As well, the presence of a quota forces users to have to 
discriminate unnecessarily on their requests since they may not know they 
can flex this limit by talking to the right people.  It was felt that ILL 
request take too long to arrive and when they do arrive, the loan periods 
for ILL books are too short requiring the user to either photocopy whole 
books or to re-request the title so they have sufficient time to work with 
the material. Graduate students, in particular, were of the opinion that ILL 
was not a viable option to address their specific research needs because of 
the time the request takes to be filled and the amount of time the students 
have to use the resource before it must be returned. It was suggested that 
ILL be streamlined to improve delivery time including a way for users to 
check on the status of their ILL request so they had a better idea of when 
to expect it.   
 
Electronic access is increasingly the format of preference (at least for 
journals) and the availability of the resource at the desktop is increasingly 
a factor in assessing the value of the resource (i.e., whether it is worth 
making the trip to the Library to get it).  Mixed format journal runs (i.e., 
print, electronic and/or interlibrary loan requests) complicate the research 
process.  Improvements in finding out what resources we have electronic 
access to were an especially appreciated service enhancement.  It was 
noted that thickly bound journal volumes are hard to photocopy which 
makes them frustrating to use. 
 
There is both confusion and frustrations when using systems to search for 
information.  For example, there is confusion when users are bounced 
across systems while searching for information (e.g., from library 
catalogue to journal linker software).  Frustration when there is no 
apparent way to search across libraries; it was suggested that links to the 
University of Alberta, University of Calgary and other ILL partner 
libraries be embedded directly into the library’s catalogue.  Frustration 
that there is no easy way to move from searching for books to searching 
for journals on a topic; it was suggested that links to the titles of related 
journals be embedded in the catalogue records for books.  There is also 
frustration that develops when users use systems at other institutions that 
they perceive to be more comprehensive in content or are easier to use and 
provide more immediate access to resources than they have use of locally. 
 

“at the University of Toronto, for example, they seem to have 
snuggled into bed with Google so they have the UofT Google page 
and you can make the UofT Google Scholar fit hand in glove with the 
UofT system so you that you go from Google to PDF fulltext like that 
[snap of fingers] almost and apparently we haven’t gone that way 
either so …” (Faculty member) 
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Physically, there were some concerns about maintenance of the CD and 
DVD collections although this concern did not translate to the main 
collection. 
 

“…personally I have never found anything out of order.  In fact that’s 
probably one of the strongest points of this library collection is that it is 
just anally in order.”  (Undergraduate student) 

 
There were mixed reviews about the moveable shelves, some people 
feeling that they impede retrieval and serendipitous research and others 
indicating that they did not mind these shelves. 
 
Finally there was some suggestion that various Library processes around 
access issues that involve mediation by staff should be streamlined.  Two 
specific ones mentioned:  how a user can report a book missing and access 
to journal issues awaiting binding, 

 
ii. Hours 

 
The issue of library hours of opening came up in the discussions. 
 

“They offered the tours and they’re very good with student’s 
schedules and they’re comprehensive so A+ for that.  F for the hours.”  
(Undergraduate student) 

 
Specifically mentioned were extended hours on Friday evenings, Saturday 
and Sunday mornings, during the mid-term crunch, and holiday Mondays.  
It was suggested that hours of opening need to be reconsidered given the 
other demands that students face (e.g., out of town practicums, working on 
weekends, etc.). Recognizing that budget might be an issue, one 
suggestion was to rearrange the current complement of staff person hours 
to cover more hours of opening. 

 
  The Library Staff Reflect: 
 

Policies for access (e.g., borrowing privileges, ILL quotas, etc.) as well as 
hours are issues that perpetually plague the Library.  It is likely 
worthwhile reviewing the loan policies for specific local collections even 
if to reaffirm that current policies are valid and justifiable given 
environmental changes (e.g., electronic access, demand, etc.).  It is also 
worthwhile to educate library staff as well as our users as to the rationale 
behind certain policies (e.g., ILL loans, etc.). 
 
Hours of opening have been reviewed many times to find the optimal 
allocation.  Most recently, extended hours during the final exam period 
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were added.  It was noted that there are different demands on students 
such as working to offset student debt which we may need to take into 
consideration when thinking about how to maximize our hours of opening. 
 
As in other areas, there is simply a need to reach out to faculty and 
students to make them more aware tools and resources to make access 
easier.  As one example, TALOnline, the consortial catalogue of The 
Alberta Library, was mentioned as a means of easily searching across 
library catalogues in Alberta. 

 
c. Quality Issues 
 
What we heard 

  
In general, participants were of the opinion that the quality of the physical 
collection reflects cycles of economic prosperity and government largesse as well 
as the turnover in faculty research interests.  Increasingly specialized areas of 
research as well as increased interdisciplinary research activity have resulted in 
increased demand for more and varied resources to be acquired within the 
collection dollars available.  In addition, there is the impression that the collection 
has not grown commensurate with the growth in the University as evidenced by 
the increased number of holds being placed on items.  Increased use of holds was 
seen as a positive in that the collection that exists is being used but that this was 
an indication that the collection was insufficient to address the demand.   
 
It was noted that faculty and students in the Humanities and Social Sciences 
prefer and rely more heavily on monographic collections, preferably in print 
format, while those in the Sciences rely more on the journal collection, preferably 
in electronic format.  It was observed that in many respects, the direction of the 
Library’s collection (towards online, electronic access) is being driven by a view 
from the Sciences but that this is not necessarily in the best interests of those in 
the Humanities and Social Sciences.  Overall, the opinion that more was better 
was accompanied with a certain amount of nostalgia for the library of old and a 
suggestion by some that study space should be converted to housing collection. 
 
It was felt by some that the Library had a role to play in attracting quality 
graduate students and making their educational experience a positive one.  It was 
observed that the Library is not setup to support graduate studies work and that 
graduate students are forced to go elsewhere for their information resources or use 
interlibrary loan which does not work well for them.  Meanwhile undergraduate 
students expected that the collection should be able to support core and repeat 
course offerings as well as class reading lists. 
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Access to journals, particularly electronic journals has improved over the last few 
years although it was noted that coverage is spotty in some areas.  At the same 
time we have access to journals with little relevance to the research and course 
offerings of the University of Lethbridge.  It was expected that savings from 
journal rationalization projects would be transferred to acquisition of key research 
journals but this does not seem to have happened.  It was suggested that the 
Library rationalize the collection electronic journals acquiring only those of 
relevance to the University’s interests.  However, it was noted that this may not be 
possible currently but it was felt that the Library should lobby the database 
vendors to un-bundle their electronic journal databases or to allow customized 
packages of journals. 
 
Concern was expressed that we have really good coverage of titles but no depth in 
terms of years of coverage, either in print or online.  It was noted that entire 
branches of the literature are missing from the collection.   
 
While having access in print journals is better than not having access at all, 
electronic access to the journal backfiles was definitely preferred.  At the other 
end of a journal run, it was noted that embargos on access to specific electronic 
journals affect the support being offered to research as well as to graduate and 
upper undergraduate course work. 
 
In the case of monographic collections, onsite in print was definitely preferred 
followed by electronic access.  Failing access either in print or electronically, 
interlibrary loan with a loan period that paralleled that for onsite materials was the 
next best option.  Acquiring materials via interlibrary loan using the current 
lending policies was the least preferred means of access. 
 
It was mentioned by student participants that faculty complain about and 
denigrate the Library’s collection to their students.  Student participants, in 
particular, felt the monographic collection was old, not to say that the content was 
invalid but that it lacked current critical texts.  It was theorized that the age of the 
monographic collection might have to do with the cost of items and possibly that 
the Library preferred to collect materials with broad appeal for the University 
community rather than collect specialized subject resources that were used by 
only a subset of the University population.  It was observed that the collection 
was usually more current and comprehensive the less obscure a topic was.  It was 
suggested that the Library critically evaluate the collection and involve faculty, as 
content experts, in the selection of materials.  Student feedback and using ILL 
requests were both suggested as other sources of information to be used for 
building the collection.  Ways were also discussed with respect to how the Library 
might facilitate access to the professors’ personal collections which were deemed 
superior to the Library’s collection. 
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There was evidence of controversy over the issue of textbooks and electronic 
books (or, e-books).  Both faculty and undergraduate student participants 
questioned why the Library did not collect textbooks although others challenged 
this idea noting that textbooks were a luxury that this Library could ill afford 
given the need for non-textbook monographs.  Those arguing for textbooks 
recommended that one copy of every version of textbook being used should be 
held in the Library or that at least there should be textbooks in the collection that  
were similar to those being used.  Regardless of the details, it was suggested that 
the Library revisit their collection policy with respect to textbooks. 
 
Meanwhile, advocates of e-books saw this monographic format as superior in 
terms of searching and ease of access as well as a means of overcoming the 
limitations of hours of service as well as those of our monographic collections.  
Those opposed to the idea of e-books noted that they did not facilitate 
serendipitous research and that being online, they were harder to read and 
retention was less than with a print monograph.  Both groups, however, argued 
that any e-book would end up in print copy – either through printing it off at great 
expense or by using an e-book as an aid to evaluate whether to “waste” an 
interlibrary loan request getting a print copy brought in.  Indeed, advocates saw e-
books as an interim measure until that interlibrary loan request arrived. 

 
Overall, participants felt that they either had to “make do” with what was 
available or they changed their topics relative to what was available in the Library 
or they had to go elsewhere to do their research.  Many admitted to “going 
elsewhere” and described the various and sometimes surreptitious things they had 
done to get the information they needed.  However, they noted that having to 
sneak their information from elsewhere made them feel like they were stealing. 
 

“…I feel like … you know I’m doing my job and I feel like I’m sort of shop 
lifting, you know.  Geez I’m just … I come to the library and I can’t get it 
here unless I put in an interlibrary loan and I’ve got to wait two weeks and 
I’m working at 10 o’clock at night from home and I can key this thing in.” 

 
The idea of negotiating affiliated memberships with other institutions, such as the 
University of Alberta, was suggested as a remedy. 
 
There was recognition that the quality of the collection is determined in part by 
the size of the budget available.  Participants questioned where a quality library 
collection was on the list of priorities for the University and for the provincial 
government, who, it was noted, tend to prefer more glamourous projects.  There 
was a certain amount of resentment expressed about the recent approval of student 
levies for the Health and Wellness Centre when juxtaposed against the perception 
that the budget for library collections was inadequate. 
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“…as much as space can be an issue, I would rather have more journals 
than 10 more treadmills.  That’s what it comes down to for me. There’s 
lots of other places where I can go in the city for exercise and climbing 
wall and whatnot but I mean this is my one-stop shop here in Lethbridge 
for resources.”  (Graduate student 

 
In response to concerns about the budget available for collections, several ideas 
were brainstormed:  creative internal funding arrangements with other units; 
lobby the provincial government on the issue of an infrastructure deficit (i.e. 
support for libraries) in post-secondary education, fundraising, additional student 
levies targeted for library collections, sponsorships, cutting the interlibrary loan 
service and diverting the cost savings to the collection, and  wiser use of the 
collection budget by involving faculty. 
 
At a much higher level, participants raised some philosophical issues around the 
entire issue of collections.  As more and more information becomes available via 
the Web and the preferred format is electronic, what is the role of the Library of 
the future?  What is the purpose of the University of Lethbridge Library—as 
undergraduate or graduate or research resource?  Why is the Library not including 
faculty when deciding on directions and policy pertaining to collections?  These 
latter two philosophical questions are perhaps best illustrated by the following 
exchange by two faculty members: 
 

(Participant A)… it is my understanding that some decisions have been 
made I am told from the wisdom of professional librarians who are doing 
their job and don’t want users to presume to interfere with it but some 
decisions have been made about our philosophy of access to online 
journals … I understand that some key decisions have been made and 
yet I don’t feel, and maybe the library committee has met and understood 
the demons you’re wrestling with but, at the present time I feel like, as a 
user, nobody’s explained to me what our overall thrust is in electronic 
journal access and why some things are available at remote libraries … 
we’re marching to a different drummer here I think and I don’t understand 
why and I think the users who care about access to the collection would 
at least deserve to understand if you’ve made a decision, fair enough but 
tell us what the stakes are and the considerations were and which way 
we’re going here. … 
 
(Participant B) … I think that [Participant A] had a really good point with 
what is our policy?  What is our policy towards online?  That seems to be 
the way it’s gone.  That seems to be the way students are … 
 
(Participant A) Can we be a fly on the wall? 
 
(Participan B) Yeah. 
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(Participant A) Can you tell us how you are making these decisions?  
Better yet, can we have a seat at the table? 
 
(Participant B) Yeah. 
 
(Participant A) As users. 
 
(Participant B) Yeah. 
 
(Participant A) Right now we are sort of alienated from a political kind of a 
process that goes on that’s an integral part of how we do our jobs. 
 
(Participant B)  Yeah.  Yeah, so part of it is student thing and part of it is, 
hey, the other 40% of our activities report is comprised of our research so 
I see the library as being a research tool as much as I see it as being a 
student resource and predominantly I think it’s used being a student 
resource and less as being a research tool so it gets harder.  I mean that 
… some clarity what our goals and objectives are for the online and, you 
know, what we have in terms of a mandate for this, how can we make it 
better …  

 
The Library Staff Reflect 
 
The issues raised are ones that we are cognizant of but to a large degree are 
systemic to the information industry and beyond our control to do much about as 
a single Library.  The key seems to lie in communication, with faculty in 
particular and the University community in general, with respect to the challenges 
being faced. 
 
It is recognized that there is not an actual collection policy, even at the most 
abstract level.  There are various subject level agreements and Library collection 
decisions that have not undergone a thorough review in light of changes to the 
information industry over the course of the last approximately 10 years.  These 
should be reviewed if only to confirm that they are still valid given the needs of 
our users, changes to the University environment (e.g., increased class sizes, 
graduate programs, etc.) and the information environment we find ourselves in.   
 
At a very practical level, there is a need to work with faculty to ensure support 
exists for their students (e.g., class reading lists are supported).  It is recognized 
that while details of subject specific collection areas are the purview of the subject 
librarians working with faculty in their respective subject areas, there is an 
opportunity to engage faculty at a higher level and in relation to strategic 
directions the Library is grappling with (e.g., moving into electronic books, 
abandoning print back files, etc.). 
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Services provided directly by staff 
 
What we heard   
 
Surprisingly, given the survey response that showed faculty had the most concerns with 
services provided by staff, it was undergraduates who wanted to discuss this issue.  The 
seven undergraduates who participated felt that their interaction with staff was an 
important element to creating an environment that users wanted to be in, that it served as 
the “entry point” to the collection, that it is the first thing noticed, that it can be all that 
users expect and that it’s the one thing that the Library has some control over. 
 
Overall, participants are generally happy with the service they receive:  check out people 
are good, the students working at the General Services Desk (GSD) are helpful and staff 
at the Information Services (Reference) Desk (ISD) were described as knowledgeable 
and helpful as were Faculty of Education Curriculum Laboratory staff.  Having one-on-
one help with a librarian or even having exposure to the librarians in classes for subject 
specific instruction was especially appreciated since very few undergraduates although it 
seems very few students have been exposed to their subject librarian through class or 
know of this person as a contact in the Library. 
 
That said, it was recognized that staff likely have to deal with a lot of repetitive and 
redundant questions.  As well, it was recognized that there were likely a lot of “attitudes” 
among users. However, participants felt that it was important for staff to have the 
communication and interpersonal skills as well as professional attitudes to handle such 
situations.  Users want to be treated well and with respect.  Mistakes happen and there 
was a sense that some understanding should be shown.  There was a sense that policy 
sometimes took precedence over people.  It was suggested that if there are complaints 
about specific staff, appropriate training opportunities should be made available to the 
staff member so they can improve their skills. 
 
It was mentioned that there seems to be an attitude towards undergraduate students2.  
This sense was not unique to the Library but had been experienced across the campus as 
well as at other universities.   
 

“… there is just some attitude sometimes towards students in general.  And it’s 
not just the library.  I’ve seen it in other areas of the school too.  It’s like a 
bureaucracy and you’re an undergrad and stuff.”  (Undergraduate student) 

 
This attitude became especially problematic when directed at mature students. 
 

 
2 In the “What we heard” (validation) meeting, a faculty participant noted that there is University-wide 
problem that we don’t have an ethic or atmosphere that helps or encourages questioning… “yes, we are 
busy, but we’re here to help” 
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“…so I asked a few people about how they felt about the library and it was kind of 
the same as me.  When I came here last year, the impression I got, my first 
interactions with the library was that there was the assumption that because I 
looked older, I should already know what I’m asking.  Like, no I’m not a prof.  No, 
I don’t work here.  I am new.  Like, I didn’t say that but that is what I was 
screaming inside that just because like I look like I should know my way around 
the library doesn’t mean I do – I just got here last week, um … And one of my 
classmates who’s also a mature student said that she felt the same way – that, 
that, um, and that  – and once you’ve had one interaction like that, it’s very – for 
us – you know, we’re even more intimidated because we are in a, um, situation 
where we’re a minority as mature students and so we already feel like “maybe 
they think we’re even stupider than we feel” so, um, then you don’t go ask the 
next time for help so, you know, if we could get service at the library that just 
assumed that, you know, we wouldn’t ask for help if we didn’t need it and you  
know,  we may have just got here last week.  It would make mature students feel 
a lot more comfortable cause some of us have huge gaps between high school 
and here.” (Undergraduate student) 

 
In other cases, experiences with staff were described where the student was made to feel 
like a thief, especially when borrowing electronic equipment that had pieces missing 
prior to circulating.  There was frustration when they were provided with one-word 
answers to questions (e.g., details about acquiring technical supplies) and when assistance 
was not forthcoming or when they didn’t know they needed the reserve call number in 
advance of asking for the reading and were made to get it and get back in line for service.  
It was observed that there are many resources available that would make a student’s life 
easier (e.g., wireless laptops) but students don’t know about them.  
 
The participants found tours helpful and the online services great although there was note 
wide-spread awareness of the online services.  More should be done to make students 
self-sufficient (e.g., “e.g., “critical path” for photocopiers; make the maps more 
accessible/visible by stairwell; how to get the best results from X database, FAQs on the 
website, etc.)  While it was noted that the increased availability of electronic content has 
cut down on face-to-face interactions with staff, there was a sense that they still found it 
important to have staff available to help them navigate the system. 
 
Interestingly enough, while they wanted to have staff available to provide assistance, 
there was a reluctance to approach the service desks for help.  They didn’t want to appear 
ignorant or they wanted more time than they thought the staff person could give them.  If 
there was a lineup of users, they thought the staff person might be too busy to help them. 
 
There also seemed to be some confusion about who it was they should approach, all 
agreeing that they approached anyone that looked like they may be able to help them 
whether they were student assistants, library staff or librarians or another user.  This 
confusion seemed to extend to the service points, where students referred to the General 
Services Desk as the place they needed to go to for reference assistance. 
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“… I feel comfortable going to the information desk.  … It’s a small desk.  
Whereas the general services desk is huge and often like the people are way far 
back … I hate going to that desk …  Like it doesn’t seem like it should be 
intimidating but it is cause it feels like they hold the keys to this knowledge that I 
don’t have yet and I want to look like I know what I’m doing in terms of using the 
library but I often don’t.”  (Undergraduate student) 

 
There was the general impression that the Library lacked staff presence.  The General 
Services Desk (GSD) was discussed at length. The Information Desk is not visible from 
the Library entrance.  The GSD is a very large and intimidating desk.  The staff tend to 
concentrate on the far side (near the exit and away from the entrance) or at the back 
workstation.  They may also be working on their own work.  Thus, users feel uneasy 
interrupting the staff’s work or they feel that they need to call out to the staff at the GSD 
in order to get assistance. 
 

“…and just keeping a heads-up too.  I mean, it’s fine if you have stuff to do on 
your computer but you’re also at work and you have people to help and – I don’t 
know, I feel bad sometimes being like “you-ooo… can you help me?”  ‘cause, you 
know, I always think they’re busy or something but at the same time, that’s what 
they’re there for.”  (Undergraduate student) 

 
The curvature of the GSD draws users around and away from the Information Desk.  It 
was suggested that staff and computers be deployed around the perimeter of this service 
point to make them more accessible to users. 
 
The users felt that there needed to be more staff available. 
 

“… the general, the public services desk I find also that they kind of hide in the 
corners and you don’t see them right away and you kind of have to wait a while.  
Um, the information desk, it’s either they’re off helping other people or, like, that 
there is a bunch of students around and you kind of feel like, you know, I should 
just maybe keep looking on my own cause I might find the answer quicker rather 
than waiting so I don’t know if it’s necessarily people not willing to help but 
maybe it’s must a lack of staff that are able to help.  ‘Cause when I have received 
the help, it’s been, it’s been good.  And really, they’re knowledgeable and 
everything but it’s just a little bit hard to come by because they’re not always 
available.”  (Undergraduate student) 

 
It was felt that the Information Desk in particular would benefit from more staff during 
peak hours described as being sometime around mid-morning (approximately 10am) to 
mid-afternoon (approximately 4pm) at least during mid-semester and extended hours 
when students are working on projects. 
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The Library Staff Reflect 
 
The main issue seems to be a lack of staff and/or their visibility in the Library.  There is 
recognition that the design of the building, especially the size of the GSD with no staff 
situated on the entrance side and the location of the Information Services Desk are 
contributing to this sense that there are no staff to help.  It might be time to revisit the 
layout of the building with respect to the location of the ISD to make it more visible from 
the entrance or it may be time to reconsider staffing the entrance-side of the GSD.  At the 
very least improved signage directing users towards where staff are concentrated might 
be a useful interim step. 
 
It was specifically noted by students that they would like to see more staff at the ISD so 
they felt like they had more time to spend with the reference librarians. 
 
Attitudes of staff are pretty clearly identified as an issue by the focus groups.  Some 
thought was given to providing general sessions for staff on expectations of service (e.g., 
respect, helpfulness, etc.) as well as to help them develop skills to recognize and respond 
better to individual needs of such users as mature students. 
 
There was a discussion about the pros and cons of wearing identifying badges, pins, etc. 
so staff members are more easily identified by users as being able to help.  There is 
resistance to the idea of name tags but perhaps the idea of having a “staff” or “librarian” 
designation when working at the service point is worth consideration. 
 

Noise in the Library 
 
A total of six undergraduate students chose to discuss the topic of “noise in the Library”.  
They noted that the Library is a preferred study space for quiet study and is, in addition, a 
place where students can do their group work.  For some students the Library is also a 
central meeting place on campus for students to meet and socialize.  However, noise has 
become a serious issue for students as evidenced by the comments about noise in the 
Library appearing in the “Three Lines Free” section of The Melorist, the student 
newspaper. 
 

 “Noise is one of the more common things that you hear from other people; like, I 
hear friends and other students even saying the noise is far more of an issue to 
them…”  (Undergraduate student) 

 
Participants were of the opinion that no one intentionally sets out to be noisy but there 
seems to be a general lack of awareness about how one individual user’s behaviour 
affects other users around them, especially in the quiet study areas.  Inconsiderate use of 
cell phones and personal entertainment devices as well as conversations were highlighted 
as sources of the noise problem.  Computer keyboarding and unconscious vocal 
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interaction with email (e.g., laughing at humourous email, etc.) exacerbated the situation 
as did students who ate crunchy foods such as chips. 
 
Participants felt that disrespect for the quiet areas of study initiates a vicious circle 
whereby those individuals seeking quiet study are driven into the group study rooms 
which in turn forces groups out into the open areas thereby creating more noise.   In 
addition, the lack of computers in the group study rooms means groups have to move out 
into the areas where there is a computer in order to work on group projects. 
 
Participants were also aware that a conflict exists between the expectation for quiet study 
and the noise generated as a result of the regular operations of the library.  Examples 
given included staff talking in the stacks while reshelving, the “clicking” of the metal 
bookends on the shelves as shelving is taking place, staff talking in the Level 9 Re-
shelving area and staff talking at General Services Desk. 
 
Some participants were of the opinion that computers encouraged social interaction and, 
hence, noise.  In the same vein, there was consensus that tables implicitly suggest group 
work and, hence, talking and noise. 
 
The infrastructure of the building contributes to the noise issue.  Participants noted that 
group studies are not sound proof and that the sound transfers between rooms and bleeds 
out into the open areas immediately adjacent to the rooms.  In addition, the sound 
generated by groups studying at tables on Level 9 North/East (by the windows to the 
concourse) is channeled back by the architecture (windows, curved wall) into the quiet 
study area on Level 9 North/West.  Interestingly, there was a feeling that the moveable 
shelving did not contribute substantially to the noise since library users are learning how 
to bulk-move the shelves to reduce beeping and noise. 
 
Participants were quite explicit in their suggestions for ways to address the noise issue. 
Sectioning the library, taking into account sources of noise beyond our control, was 
described with some level of detail. It was suggested that computers be concentrated in in 
specific areas such as Level 9 South and Level 11 North as well as Level 10. Level 9 
North/West and Level 11 East were highlighted as being situated well as quiet study 
areas while the study area in Level 9 North/East would best serve as a semi quiet study 
area due to the operational noise that emanates from the re-shelving and sorting area 
immediately adjacent.  It was felt that Level 10 be acknowledged as a “group friendly” 
since it is a high traffic area and includes Library service points, a source of noise 
although the Government Documents area of Level 10 could serve as a quiet study area if 
the computers were removed from the immediate vicinity. 
 
More explicit zoning was suggested.  One idea was worker-friendly zones potentially 
signed to alert users to the possibility of noise.  Another idea was to provide cell ohone 
booths or otherwise create cell-phone friendly areas for users to take themselves off to so 
they could carry on their phone conversations without disturbing others.  It was felt that 



--------------- 
Page 81 of 104 
LibQUAL at the University of Lethbridge - Final Report.doc 
L. Jacobs & S. Greidanus 
2005 November 
 

the Library needed “no conversation zones” (such as Level 11 East) in addition to or 
instead of “quiet zones” which are ambiguous when it comes to conversations that can 
quickly evolve from quiet conversations to anything but. 
 
Participants felt that these zones needed to be more prominent.  They suggested physical 
cues were necessary to alert users when they entered a different zone.  They were of the 
opinion that furniture and computers could be rearranged to facilitate this and suggested 
reserving “cubicles” (i.e., carrels) for quiet study and/or no conversation areas, placing 
tables in conversation friendly areas and installing computers in the group study spaces to 
facilitate and encourage appropriate use of group studies.  Other suggestions included a 
physical structure (e.g., a gate or doorway) that the users would have to pass through 
when entering and exiting a quiet study space. 
 
Signage was seen as another idea for improving users’ awareness of what “zone” they 
were in and, hence, what behaviour was expected.  The participants complained that the 
current hanging signage that demarcates quiet study areas is too high and suggested 
lowering the signage, making it more prominent, and using different kinds of signage to 
capture users’ attention.  It was suggested that individual carrels be signed reminding the 
user that they are in a quiet study area and outlining suggestions for courteous behaviours 
including appropriate use of cell phones and personal entertainment devices as well as 
how best to handle conversations. 
 
In the case of the group studies, it was suggested that the guidelines for use be made 
bigger and placed on the outside of the door or in the window facing out so they could be 
referenced from outside the room.  It was suggested that the guidelines emphasize that 
the group studies are for group use and give students “permission” to contact staff to 
intervene if required or desired. 
 
Participants suggested that a culture of quiet needed to be established.  Currently students 
do not feel that they have the right to challenge others who are being noisy.  However, if 
such a culture of quiet was established, initially by enforcement of zones and group 
studies, then students would take ownership of the issue and be able to challenge the 
issue themselves.   
 

“… if someone did monitor for two or three years then students would get into a 
cycle of monitoring it themselves.  Like I have friends who go and have gone to 
the UofA and they say certain areas in their library, if you say something, 
someone will come over and kick you in the shins immediately.”  (Undergraduate 
student)  

 
To this end, it was noted that the purpose and locations of the various study areas be 
stressed as part of library tours and that there be a regular and consistent enforcement of 
these purposes by staff to reinforce appropriate behaviour. 
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Last but not least, participants felt the Library needed to increase awareness of this issue 
but because it is a students’ issue, that it should partner with the Students Union on any 
awareness campaigns.  Specifically, they noted the campaigns should be periodic but not 
predictable since predictability is easily ignored.  They recommended that these 
campaigns should extend out beyond the immediate library to other areas of the campus 
in order to engage students.  As people respond differently to different communication 
methods, they suggested a variety of communication vehicles be used such as 
screensavers, tent cards, posters, ads in The Melorist, reminders on campus radio station 
(i.e., CKXU), etc.  They mentioned that they thought the screensavers were particularly 
effective. 
 
The Library Staff Reflect 
 
The suggestions made by the focus groups were really quite explicit.  Signage seems to 
be an issue to focus on including the idea of having signage, especially at the front 
entrance, directing users to specific areas based on their need for quiet or group work 
areas, perhaps with specific colour coding to reinforce the physical areas.  Given the 
observations made about how sound travels and how tables, carrels and computers send 
different signals about noise, the layout of the library is something that should be 
revisited.  For example, there is a need to group tables in noisy areas, and clump quiet 
study carrels, and perhaps the computers (or designate some computes single and quiet 
use only).  The points about education and enforcement are well taken.  However, 
enforcement is perhaps best handled by uniformed individuals who not part of the 
Library staff (e.g., a commissionaire). 
 

General Comments 
 
Woven throughout the focus group discussions regardless of the topic assigned were 
specific issues that emerged over and over: 
• There is not enough study space. 
• There are not enough computers. 
• The computers are hard to find. 
• The building is great – clean, bright and well organized and despite the noise issue, 

one of the quietest places on campus to study. 
  


