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Institutional repositories are becoming an important point of discussion on many university and college campuses. Academic libraries can be integral to collecting and preserving locally produced work. AASL is proud to offer this faculty perspective on how the library can play an important role in the institutional repository. 
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SCHOLARS’ BANK YIELDS A GREAT RETURN ON INVESTMENT

JEAN VON BARGEN, UNIVERSITY OF OREGON

Research is central to my Architectural Programming course at the University of Oregon’s College of Architecture and Allied Arts in Portland, Oregon. Every student I instruct is on a path to graduate with a professional degree in Architecture, intending to practice either in a traditional office or in a parallel field. My course prepares them to conduct real-time research that will make them invaluable to a design office. Their research is not limited to typical student book and periodical research and requires a different kind of support from our library. The University of Oregon Libraries’ digital repository, called Scholars’ Bank, has improved students’ living research by providing an information resource, a repository and a publication venue.

Scholars¹ Bank is an institutional repository for intellectual work of faculty, students and staff at the University of Oregon. The initial intent of the Scholars' Bank was to provide additional access to faculty publications but it was soon expanded for broader applications. The flexibility of DSpace, the Scholars' Bank software, proved perfect for my class and allowed a place to publish research results.
My students produce architectural program reports that comprise very diverse products: essays, poetry, maps, diagrams, movies, audio recordings, plans, photos, charts and calculations.  They conduct interviews, measure sites, visit facilities, call product vendors and try their hand at ‘back of envelope’ pro-formas.   Using Scholars’ Bank, our ‘clients’ gain access to students’ final programs while allowing the class submissions to be paperless, supporting a more sustainable classroom model.  A beneficial side effect is that students gain access to one another’s information, are able to promote their work to future employers and experience the intricacies of publishing modern, scholarly work.

Submitting

The innovation and genius of Scholars’ Bank is that students submit their own work.  They print their work to a Portable Document Format (PDF) and email it to the University Scholars’ Bank Librarian including the title they wish the work to be published under and a brief abstract.  This simplifies the issue of publication in several ways.

First, by self-submitting work for publication, their consent is implicit. Prior, this has been a complex, paper-intensive process requiring reliable filing and information management systems.

Second, Scholars’ Bank is free. There is no cost to submitting work or downloading information from this repository.  Published information on Scholars’ Bank is accessible to anyone on earth with access to the World Wide Web.

Third, it differentiates itself in that articles are searchable.  Traditional printed and bound theses are less user-friendly. A characteristic of the PDF product is that content is searchable – interdisciplinary searches are fully supported and automatic.

New Direction

Institutional repositories fill the data gap.  Traditional publishing is expensive which acts as a barrier to its availability – only information deemed to be popular enough for a wide audience merits publication.  This leaves an enormous gap in local and small audience research.  Architectural students almost exclusively use this type of information to build their design arguments.  Site data, site history, local architects, micro-climate charts, local building materials and techniques are basic and requisite data searches conducted by architectural students.  It is also the type of information that is most inaccessible via standard research tools. While students studying architectural history, theory or statics continue to rely on books and periodicals, they are now supplemented with materials in a number of different formats.  One mainstay of student inspiration, the monograph, is quickly being replaced in popularity by increasingly informational and sophisticated architectural firm websites.

Results

Instructors may find themselves pleasantly surprised at the results of incorporating an institutional repository into their curriculum.  Students’ research tends to be more intense and well-documented.  In my experience, knowing that their research will be published induces students to write at a higher level than if the writing were limited to an individual course environment.

Another consequence is that some students refuse to publish their work.  Reasons students have voiced for not publishing include intellectual property concerns, personal privacy, and discomfort with publishing their ‘Architectural Programs’ as finished products (program documents are considered living documents which means that information may change as the project moves forward).

Some of the students’ concerns may be allayed by including publishing requirements up front in the syllabus and by announcing them on the first day of class.  Privacy issues can be mitigated by allowing anonymous publication.  Concerns over unfinished work have been mitigated by altering the syllabus to ensure that no final Architectural Program is used to advance a project from within the University.  When published, these Programs become a snapshot of a student’s work that term rather than being viewed as a final product of their scholarly efforts.

Next Steps: Collaboration/Integration

Working in the ‘real world’ mandates collaboration.  In my course, students are required to develop their program documents in groups that mimic an architectural firm’s studio environment.  These groups differ from a real working studio environment in that they do not typically have access to other key team member fields such as: mechanical engineering, structural engineering, landscape architects, civil engineering and electrical engineering.  It is evolving that future students will use institutional repositories to gain instant access to information that could lead to remote collaboration supported at all development levels by institutional repositories.

Information posted on Scholars’ Bank is at the discretion of the instructor, which can lead to unevenness in depth.  It could become a more reliable and efficient resource if the National Architectural Accrediting Board (NAAB) stepped up to the growing urgency of the sustainability challenge.  Paperless accreditation!  The University of Oregon can direct the team to the Scholars’ Bank website to review any student project at leisure. Furthermore, it provides the potential of limitless outreach opportunities to connect with donors, employers and alumni. 
Institutional repositories are simple, invaluable tools for integrated multi-disciplinary student, faculty and staff promotion. Educators and students need this resource to expand their access to locally produced information.  Each year the institutional repository will become richer with the breadth and depth of information students submit, thus strengthening the data available for future research and teaching. 
