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I. Charge to the Library Task Force  

In the spring of 2007, the current director of the Gordon Library announced that she would be 

retiring at the end of October 2007. This announcement provided an opportunity for WPI to assess the 

future of the Library before we initiate the search to find a replacement. To that end, a Task Force was 

formed and charged with taking a visionary look at the future of the Gordon Library in support of the WPI 

mission regarding teaching, learning and scholarship. The following goals were identified: (1) inform the 

Administration and Faculty regarding possible future directions for the Library that build upon the 

operational excellence, patron service orientation, and strong technology base that currently exist, and (2) 

use this context to develop a job description for the next leader of the Gordon Library. 

The Task Force was asked to take special note of how the Library might meet the challenges and 

needs of the rapidly evolving undergraduate and graduate academic programs including the new 

Humanities & Arts Requirement, local/global projects, the new first-year experience, new majors, faculty-

student-staff collaboration, the evolving role of reference and instructional librarians, and increased 

student enrollment. We were also asked to consider the questions of whether the next leader should have 

academic credentials beyond a Master of Library Science degree and occupy a faculty position. 

The Task Force was convened in mid-June and our first meeting was held on July 12
th
. We were 

asked to complete our work by the early part of A term. We met during the summer to identify the steps 

we would take to gather the needed information and then conducted much of our work as a group via 

email and/or independently so that we could continue to make progress while working around vacation 

and other summer commitments. To complete our work, members of the Task Force reviewed many 

pertinent documents that were compiled specifically for our review, including internal documents such as 

the Library Annual Report as well as reports written by professional library associations and other 

libraries. Because many faculty are not on campus during the summer, we solicited input from faculty and 

staff via email. In addition, Task Force members interviewed several academic department heads 

including those from Chemical Engineering, Computer Science, Electrical and Computer Engineering, 

Fire Protection Engineering, Humanities & Arts, Interactive Media & Game Development, Management, 

and Mechanical Engineering. To gather student input during the summer, we designed a short survey that 

was disseminated via email to Student Government Association senators and graduate students. This 

survey yielded nearly 80 responses. Christine Drew surveyed Library Directors at institutions affiliated 

with the Association of Independent Technical Universities (AITU) to learn more about the position 

description and reporting structure of comparable institutions.  

The Task Force also arranged for a tour of the Library with the current director, which gave us the 

opportunity to learn more about the current Library and solicit her opinions regarding its future direction. 

In addition, we held a meeting with Library staff to gather their input; approximately 75% of the staff were 

able to attend and share their opinions. Once the fall semester began, the Task Force organized an Open 

Forum to give the WPI community the opportunity to share its thoughts. The turnout was very low but did 

provide the opportunity for several Library staff and Task Force members to discuss the future of the 

Library with interested faculty and staff. 
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In most cases, we solicited input from members of the WPI community focusing on the following 

areas: 

1. Ways in which the current operations of the Library support, or fail to support, individuals 

and/or their departmentsô activities in research, teaching and learning. 

2. Future changes that they foresee at WPI, and how the Library operations and structure 

should adapt to support those changes. 

3. Library-based services that are not available at WPI, but which they feel the Library should 

provide. 

4. Recommendations for the qualities, skills, and background WPI should seek in our next 

Library Director.   

Members of the Task Force were also invited to attend an SGA meeting in A term to discuss the 

work of the committee and share the results of the student survey that was conducted over the summer. 

Due to the limited amount of time that we had to complete our charge, we were not able to visit other 

libraries but were able to review library offerings at other universities via their websites. 

 

 

II. Strengths of the Library  

The Library Task Force toured the Library, met with Library staff, faculty and department heads, 

and surveyed students, faculty, department heads and Library staff. We have found much to praise, and 

can record many positive observations from the WPI community in response to our survey. Many parts of 

the Libraryôs 2002 vision plan have been implemented, despite formidable budgetary and space 

constraints.  

 

1. Improvements in research tools: 

Faculty members pointed emphatically to the vast improvement in the Libraryôs support for 

research as a result of the much-enhanced access to electronic journals. In addition, many faculty 

members noted that the web page has been thoughtfully and intelligently designed to make research 

efficient. Expansion of online sources (from both on and off campus) was also cited by many respondents 

as a significant improvement. This has been and will continue to be essential with the development of the 

research facility at Gateway Park and on-going distance learning initiatives. 

One of the goals of the 2006-2008 Long Range Plan was the improvement of the Interlibrary 

Loan process, and the results of our survey confirm our own observations that ILL service has improved 

dramatically. This is due in large part to work by the new user services librarian and improvements in 

electronic delivery of materials. Many faculty specifically praised ILL, singling out recent improvements in 

that service.  

 

2. Information literacy: 

 The librarians have systematically worked to meet new faculty, to communicate with faculty and 

department heads and to develop many instructional workshops and tutorials for both faculty and 

students. These have been extremely successful and are deservedly popular. Workshops for students 

are among one of the great strengths of the Library. Many faculty members have said that they regularly 
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bring students to the Library for research workshops, and that these workshops have been invaluable, 

especially since information technology is changing so rapidly. User services staff offer a multitude of 

extremely well-prepared workshops and create research web pages that instructors can incorporate on 

their course myWPI web pages. In addition, in spite of the strain on personnel resources, the reference 

librarians now work extensively with IQP and MQP students, also cited as an indispensable service.   

 

3. Facility and Service Enhancements: 

In 2002 the Library leadership set itself a goal of making the Library a more attractive place for 

students to work, and the staff has succeeded, despite budgetary and space constraints, in improving the 

character of the Library as a place for students to study and to 

collaborate on team projects. The committee observed, and 

library studies confirm, heavy use by students of the Library 

as a place both for collaborative work and individual study. 

Many students praised the addition of comfortable furniture for 

studying, and the Libraryôs records reveal that the new 

technology-enabled collaboration meeting rooms, called Tech 

Suites, have been extremely popularðindeed, students are 

regularly turned away because the demand for these rooms is 

so high. 

The introduction of the laptop loan program has been similarly popular with students, as has the 

recent extension in the hours of operation later into the evening. Comments in response to our survey 

also included recognition of the displays in the Library that have been coordinated with campus-wide 

events and other events in the community, or that informed users of strengths in the Library collections. 

All of these improvements have gone a long way toward drawing students into the Library and serving 

both student and faculty needs.  

 

4. Leadership in integration of new technologies: 

The Gordon Library has been a leader in Electronic Theses and Dissertations (ETDs) collections 

since 2002 and now with undergraduate eProjects collection. As of A Term 2007-2008 all students are 

required to submit their Interactive and Major Qualifying Projects electronically. The pilot was underway 

for the past few years and downloads of the electronic projects now surpass 20,000 per year, 

demonstrating the widespread interest in work of WPI students and their faculty advisors. Gordon Library 

has been using AOL Instant Messaging to assist users for many years, two years ago moving to multi-

platform capable IM software, Trillian, to allow users of MSN, Yahoo! Chat and other software to contact 

the reference desk. In the summer of 2007 librarians rolled out embedded chat on the website which 

allows users to ask questions online. The Library is also a leader in the use of podcasting, with a series 

broadcast since 2005, and a new foray into video podcasting beginning in August 2007.  

 

In summary, the committeeôs observations and the results of our survey confirm that the Library 

has done a remarkable job, even at a time of budgetary stress, in the following areas: 

A project team using a Tech Suite 
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¶ Excellent staff support for the improvement of information literacy, including reference requests, 

research workshops for courses, and extensive work with IQP and MQP teams 

¶ Expanding access to electronic journals and e-books, both from on campus and from off campus 

¶ Improving the Library web-page as a tool 

¶ Improving Interlibrary Loan service  

¶ Coordinating library and tech support services, and integrating library instruction and myWPI 

¶ Providing Tech Suites and laptops for student use  

¶ Creating more collaborative work spaces in the Library 

¶ Improving the physical attractiveness of the building as a place for students to work 

¶ Leadership in the integration of new technologies to provide additional or enhanced services 

 

 

III. Challenges 

1. Staffing 

The Challenge: More with less?  

The Gordon Library has been trying to accomplish more with a diminishing number of staff. In 

1990, there were 22 Full Time Equivalent (FTE) staff. In 2006 there were 18. This trend explains the 

number of comments from the Library staff that they cannot accomplish all they would like and need to 

do. A challenge for the new Library Director will be to balance the demands for more services with ever 

increasing demands on staff time.  

When compared to peer institutions, using data from the 2002 Data from National Center for 

Education Statistics, the Gordon Library has fewer librarians and professional staff (3) per 1,000 enrolled 

full-time equivalent students than similar institutions and area colleges: Clark (5.23), Holy Cross (5.29), 

MIT (8.65), and RPI (3.1). In the past and current academic year the Library has expended and will 

exhaust a pool of non-operating funds for temporary staffing to assist in all areas of the Library: Archives, 

Circulation, Reference, Interlibrary Loan, and cataloging of electronic project reports. The development of 

new majors at WPI as well as exciting initiatives such as the Great Problems Seminars consume Library 

staff time to identify appropriate resources in these areas. An increase in student population will only 

intensify the demands on Library staff. Since 2005, the Library Director has annually submitted a request 

for an additional librarian position, which has yet to be funded. The number of instruction sessions and 

attendees has increased since 2004 (Fig. 1) without additional staffing. Some university libraries have 

additional development personnel 

charged with creatively seeking funding 

for libraries through grants or external 

opportunities. The next Library Director 

should be charged with gaining 

institutional support for adequate staffing 

of the Gordon Library. It is recommended 

that WPI Gordon Library strive to have 

staff levels on par with peer institutions.  

    Fig. 1: Instructional Offerings and Attendees 2004-2007 
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2. Physical Plant  

The Challenge: Gordon@40 

Gordon Library, a reinforced concrete building with masonry walls, was constructed in 1965 with 

a maximum area of 18,250 square feet per floor, an approximate aggregate floor area of 72,250 square 

feet, and a height of 51 feet. Gordon Library occupies a total of four useful floors, with a sub-basement 

dedicated to building support. The main entrance is on Level 2, housing a lobby, circulation desk, 

technical services, user services, the library administration, and the reference, new books, and popular 

bestseller/DVD/video collections. The ground floor or 

Level G houses collections while Level 1, the first 

floor, houses circulating collections, quiet study, 

Anderson Lab A/B for instruction, and the PC lab for 

general use by the WPI community. Finally the 

upper floor (Level 3) is used for the current 

periodicals, Special Collections & Archives as well as a variety of service areas such as the Movie Lab. 

 

The Master Planning Study 

A Master Planning Study for Gordon Library was commissioned in 2000, targeting certain 

physical characteristics of the building which should be improved in order to accommodate the present 

needs of the academic mission. The study also identified means to remedy certain structural deficiencies 

and bring the building up to code. Numerous recommendations were made by the organization that 

prepared the study, Shepley Bulfinch Richardson and Abbott of Boston that represented a ñrealistic 

assessment of the work involved in upgrading the existing building fabric to a level on par with current 

standards of WPI and its peer institutions.ò The report provided (a) a summary of recommended building 

upgrades, (b) project phasing, and (c) estimated project costs. As would be expected in a master plan 

written 35 years after construction of Gordon Library, it was not surprising that the consultants, given the 

observed physical deterioration of certain features of the building and new building code requirements, 

would recommend remedies with substantial costs. A new addition was also proposed. Since the report 

was written in 2000, several minor changes have been made to the Library such as the addition of 

compact storage on the ground level and a new combined circulation/reference desk on the main floor. 

However, major repairs have not been made and some problems need immediate attention.  

 

Seven Years Later 

 In discussions with Library staff as well as through first hand 

observation while touring the Library, the Task Force was made aware of a 

number of problems with the building which have reduced the utility and 

attractiveness of the Library. In its tour, the Task Force observed the use of 

buckets to capture water leaking from the roof, a recurring problem as 

noted by the current director. The 2000 study also explicitly mentioned that 

pools on the roof were common, some with plant growth. In addition, the 

humidity in the building is not well controlled; this is detrimental to the 

A ñfacilities/plant upgrade has to happen if we 

are trying to be a top global university.ò The 

minor ñrenovations mask the bigger problem.ò 

  Faculty member comments 

  

   

 

 
Buckets to catch leaks 2007 
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storage of materials in the Archives in particular and all print materials in general. In touring the Tech 

Suites, a member of the Task Force commented on the fact the rooms did not seem to be well ventilated. 

The current director explained that many of the designated collaborative spaces, including some of the 

Tech Suites, are not ventilated individually at all but rather rely on shared air flow from adjacent rooms 

when the doors are open. This is particularly a problem when groups of students are working in the rooms 

for hours and the rooms become stuffy. The current director stated that solutions to this problem have 

been evaluated but the presence of asbestos in the HVAC system means that any modification of the 

ventilation ducts would require special handling. This has been prohibitively expensive given the Libraryôs 

current budget. Despite this, the rooms continue to be used heavily. The Task Force strongly believes 

that the university should make every effort possible to improve the comfort and attractiveness of the 

Library facility, especially those spaces which are so highly utilized.  

Significant funding is needed to bring the building up to par with peer institutions. If we intend to 

recruit a highly qualified individual as the next Library Director, it will be important to demonstrate that the 

University values the essential contribution that the Library makes in supporting the academic experience 

of our students and the research of our faculty. The Task Force is in agreement with comments from 

faculty and administrative staff recommending that the Library should be a top priority in the upcoming 

Capital Campaign.  

 

3. Resource allocation 

The Challenge: Space in the Electronic Age 

Physical space within the Gordon Library is limited and is subject to an ever-increasing demand 

for a variety of functions. In the period of time between 2003 and 2007, the number of visitors to the 

Library (gate count) increased only slightly, from roughly 221,000 to just over 225,000. In this same time 

period however, the demand for technology-enabled group study rooms, or Tech Suites, increased 

dramatically. Use of the Tech Suites, which did not exist in 2003, reached over 5,900 reservations in 

2007, with 200 turnaways. The number of instructional sessions, orientations, and similar functions 

hosted by the Library grew from 169 in 2003 to 274 in 2007. Despite the increasing demand to provide 

space for these collaborative work areas and training functions, the physical facility continues to be 

limited to the main Gordon Library building and some additional storage off-site at Founders Hall. The 

growth in the number of students entering WPI as well as the added demands of the newly established 

First-Year Seminars will only place additional burdens on the available space. This creates an ever 

increasing pressure to reduce the amount of stored print material to make additional space available. This 

pressure has focused renewed attention on the amount of space allocated to storing print books and 

journals, many of which have seen decreasing use with the increasing availability of online versions. The 

storage problem is exacerbated by the fact the Library only has a limited amount of compact (collapsible) 

shelving which is located on the ground floor.  

 

The importance of expanding our electronic holdings 

Several of the faculty and department heads praised the efforts made over the last several years 

to expand the Libraryôs access to electronic databases and electronic journal subscriptions. The 

preference expressed for electronic versions of journals, accessible from oneôs desktop computer, over 
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print journals was nearly universal. Several department heads suggested that WPI seek to extend its 

access to electronic books and journals even further through participation in networks associated with 

larger universities and national organizations (professional organizations and government agencies). In 

addition to pursuing access to additional electronic resources, the suggestion was raised that the Library 

should also strive to produce electronic versions of some of its holdings, particularly archival material, to 

enable much broader access to the community via the internet. 

Research is an essential component of WPI's mission as a world class university and the recent 

opening of the Gateway Park Center for the Life Sciences and Bioengineering exemplifies this. New 

majors are being offered at WPI such as Robotics Engineering, the third interdisciplinary undergraduate 

major developed by WPI during the past two years. Interactive Media and Game Development (IMGD), 

offered jointly by the Computer Science and Humanities and Arts departments, began in 2004. A program 

in environmental engineering will be offered by Chemical Engineering and Civil and Environmental 

Engineering starting next fall and an interdisciplinary Environmental Studies major is being developed. 

The Library has not received additional funding to fill gaps or to sustain collection development in these 

new areas of focus for WPI. It is recommended that with the approval of new majors, the Library Director 

be consulted and funds to support anticipated research made available. It is also recommended that 

when motions are made to CAO and CGSR for new majors and programs the review of the required 

resources should include an assessment of the impact on the library. 

In addition, many research grants are supporting WPIôs faculty and graduate work on niche 

areas. Funds for library materials to support unique grants could be included in grant applications. The 

Library staff could serve as consultants to provide costs of needed research materials, as the existing 

budget does not often allow for highly specialized materials that may be needed by researchers.  

 

The continued need for print resources: 

Print books play a vital role in several disciplines. In discussions with department heads, the point 

was made that we ñstill need to attend to the paper 

collection.ò Several departments, including the 

Humanities and Arts Department and Management 

Department, continue to need access to a well 

maintained and extensive print book collection to 

support their efforts in teaching and research. 

Comments received during interviews underscore the 

fact that WPI needs to continue supporting several 

constituencies for which print materials are essential. 

This need is not likely to change in the near future. One department head in an engineering field 

expressed satisfaction that the Library has a number of classic texts in its collection which are not 

available in electronic form. While these may not be utilized often, they are irreplaceable and play an 

important role as points of reference when needed.  

 

The question of how to better utilize space: 

Books continue to be highly valued by 

students as well as faculty. In the survey of 

students by the Task Force, when asked 

what sources they use for their work, 72.4% 

indicated they used books, almost 70% 

online articles, followed by journals & e-

journals (almost 57%), then e-books (31.6%).  
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From the community feedback received by the Library Task Force summarized above, it is clear 

that 1) physical space is at a premium, with demands for space to support educational activities and 

group collaboration only increasing. 2) A large segment of the community benefits from access to print 

collections, primarily books. 3) There is widespread support for electronic versions of journals, and to a 

lesser extent e-books when these are available. 

One strategy which might help reduce the space required for print books in the near term is to 

store more of them off-site. One department head suggested that print books worth keeping could be 

stored in Founders Hall or some other similar off-campus site, even if retrieval takes a day or two. The 

inconvenience of having to wait perhaps a day or two for the book to be retrieved might be the price of 

having access to books that would otherwise have been discarded. However, recent water damage that 

occurred at the Founders storage location raises concerns about expanding the use of this facility. No 

respondent suggested that all of the current print holdings need to be kept indefinitely, but the question of 

how to select what can be disposed of is more difficult. One faculty member expressed concern that WPI 

may dispose of specialized print (only) journals which are essential (to their field) but perhaps not 

frequently used. This individual felt strongly that a research library cannot justify disposing of infrequently 

used (but not otherwise available) print journals on the basis of low use.  

Given the strong and widespread support for electronic journal access, the Library has disposed 

of many print journals for which electronic versions are available. Unfortunately, the space made available 

by this winnowing has not produced a sufficient long term solution. It may be necessary for the Library to 

move more print books into off-site storage and the Library should continue to work with the appropriate 

faculty to review what can be moved. There is much shelf space to gain by the removal of print indexes 

such as Chemical Abstracts, now that the online version is available campus wide (SciFinder). Another 

large area of indexes could be withdrawn if WPI invests in the back files of such online resources as 

Engineering Village ($27,000 one-time fee) and additional back files of the Web of Knowledge Citation 

Indexes (pre-1980). In order to purchase new electronic resources, or switch from print to electronic 

versions of existing resources, to support new areas of study and research, it will be necessary to 

reassess the Libraryôs space utilization and budget allocation in this area.  

 

4. Library as a Learning Center & Information Commons 

The Challenge: Providing Integrated Services 

Many American university libraries are moving toward integrated services and collaborative 

facilities. These models integrate librarians with instructional technologists, multimedia 

designers/producers, faculty development professionals, quantitative reasoning centers, communication 

center professionals, and other academic support areas often with the use of peer tutoring to serve a 

wide range of student and faculty needs in one place. A few components are in place at Gordon Library 

including:  

¶ Integrating the Reference and Circulation Desk into one service point, the Library Information 

Desk in 2006.  

¶ Offering 200+ instruction related programs each year. A large part of the information literacy 

program at the Library involves providing research consultations to student project teams in 

collaborative tech suites and instruction labs. 
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¶ Collaborating with the Academic Technology Center (ATC) to offer training in one location 

(Anderson Labs A & B), providing technology for library users (laptops for loan, tech suites), and 

partnering to reach faculty with the IT Liaison program. An ATC outreach staff position has been 

created in part to work with the Library staff at the Information Desk of the Library to reach WPI 

faculty and students. 

¶ Hosting a peer tutor from the Center for Communicating across the Curriculum in the Library PC 

Lab to assist students with writing.  

¶ Offering exhibits in the art galleries, display cases that promote engagement, learning and 

discovery.  

The Intellectual Hub of the Campus 

The integration of services under one roof supports the idea of the library as the ñintellectual hubò 

of the campus. It is a little early to predict, but based on the increase in Library usage so far this year, it 

appears that the student body sees the Library as an essential component of their academic endeavors. 

Providing centralized services will enhance their academic experience here. In addition, many institutions 

have added cafés to their libraries so that patrons do not need to leave the building when they need to 

take a break. Several faculty and students we spoke with expressed an interest in offering this kind of 

service in the Library although given the current space issues it is hard to identify where such a facility 

would fit in the existing footprint of the Library. Nonetheless, WPI has a unique opportunity to consider 

what synergies could be created by co-locating key services especially if other departments are 

simultaneously exploring their space needs. The Learning Center/Information Commons concept should 

be pursued and brought to a new level under the leadership of the next Library Director.  

 

5. Special Collections and Archives 

The Challenge: Providing access to non-traditional archival materials  

The Special Collections and WPI Archives are an important part of the Library. Currently, the 

Archives house important collections, including the Robert D. Fellman Dickens Collection. However, some 

of the Archives collection is stored in basement storage rooms which do not allow proper storage or 

climate control for these important items. There are also collections in the Library that do not fall into the 

usual categories of printed or electronic text. It will be a challenge for the Library to build collections of 

these items and make them available to faculty and students. 

One such collection is the History of Video Games Special Collection, consisting of computer and 

video games, game hardware, and related materials. This collection is currently housed in the Archives. It 

consists of over 500 games, as well as a variety of computers and game consoles, books, and 

manuscript collections contributed by game designers. However, these materials are not easily available 

to Library users, and there are no facilities for users to play the games in the Library. With the growth of 

the major in Interactive Media and Game Development, it is becoming increasingly important to give 

these students (and other interested members of the community) an opportunity to play the classic games 

that are no longer commercially available. There are challenges in providing access to these materials 

while preserving the collection, but other institutions have addressed them. The Stanford University 
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Library, for example, has an area where students can check out games from the Library collection and 

play them on game consoles provided by the Library. 

Making this collection available to Library users will require both personnel resources and space. 

A similar situation exists with the collection of film materials and video in the Library. Films, of course, are 

used as teaching resources in Humanities and Arts courses, and some are related to the topics taught in 

Interactive Media and Game Development. The Library has a substantial collection of films, with over 

1500 DVDs and VHS tapes, but they are not housed together as a collection, and there is only a small 

media viewing room in the Library for users to view the films. Several faculty members in Humanities and 

Arts have suggested that this space and the film viewing equipment be enhanced. 

 

Digitization of Unique Collections 

Another important initiative being undertaken by the Archive is the digitization of some unique 

items in the WPI collection. These initiatives include the Theo Brown Digitization Project, to digitize the 

diaries of John Deere engineer Theo Brown; Project Boz, a collaborative project with Charles Dickens 

Museum and the WPI Archives to digitize rare and unique Dickensian materials; and Worcester Text 

Initiative, to digitize important historical and literary work relating to Worcester from the late 19th-century 

and early 20th century. These digitization efforts are important because they will allow WPI to make these 

materials available online to a wide audience. These efforts are limited, however, by the personnel and 

financial resources available to support them. 
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The Challenge: New paradigms in the dissemination of knowledge  


