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I work at Jesus College and I studied at St Catherine’s. St Catz was built in the 1960s, it was built in brick and concrete and glass, and it was built without a chapel. A chapel was an anachronism in a modern college. That didn’t mean St Catz was abandoning pastoral care, rather that the college would find other ways to provide it. I won’t say that a college library is an anachronism, but it’s worth examining what a library offers and how best to provide that. You might ask: if libraries didn’t exist, would it be necessary to invent them?
Oxford college libraries have an unusual and perhaps uneasy role. The University’s library provision centres on the big library next door, which can claim any book published in the UK for free. Traditionally, each college has complemented this by providing its members, and only its members, with reading rooms on a more human scale with long opening hours and generous lending. But there will always be a tension over the best level to provide a service: college or university.
The most visible role of a college library is as a warehouse for books; some have 30,000, some have 100,000, although all of them claim on their websites to be the largest! This is a familiar picture and a comforting picture; it’s one we present in our prospectuses and to our old members. But it costs money to heat and light a room for books many of which may remain unopened. Nowadays, books are cheap, and easy to find secondhand, and we can order them online to arrive overnight. So would it be more efficient to give generous individual book grants for every student to buy books themselves? This is the current fashion for ‘patron-driven’, on-demand acquisition taken to its logical extreme. Students would get everything they want. But maybe not everything they need.
On the other hand, everything they need is online now – at least for undergraduates, and for a price. Whatever isn’t online, will be – in Oxford, the faculty libraries in history and law are particularly active in licensing and scanning articles – and students are already using pirated textbooks (just ask Google for the title of your choice and add ‘PDF’ or ‘ePub’ or ‘torrent’…)
Since Oxford’s electronic resources are provided by the Bodleian, it’s not clear what role remains for college libraries. A college could give its freshers a tablet computer with all the material from their reading lists and leave them to get on with it! One possibility is the route taken by Cambridge college libraries: they’ve run a consortium which licenses e-books across the University, although it’s so successful that it’s about to be taken over by the central University Library. I’m confident that printed books won’t disappear and that we’ll live in a mixed economy of print and electronic for a long time. But there’s definitely a risk that students will simply bypass their college library.

That is, they won’t need the library to get hold of their reading; but they’ll still need a place to study. I’m fond of a quotation from the founder of OCLC that ‘not having to go to a library is a very important improvement in providing library service’
. No matter how conveniently a library is located, it’s always more convenient to stay in one’s room – or one’s office. But for an essay crisis, or revision, or dare I say even getting to grips with something new, it can make all the difference to go somewhere quiet with comfortable chairs and a view, and most importantly, a community of fellow students with shared motivation. Students are often intimidated by the size and reputation of the Bodleian and prefer to speak first to their college librarian. They have a sense of ownership of their college library.

A radical alternative would be to say that, if students no longer need or want to go to the library, we can do away with the building. Librarians can go to the students – some of us already do this by teaching study skills and information literacy and holding bibliography clinics, though my impression is that this is less common in colleges than in the Bodleian. And librarians belong not only in the Junior Common Room but the Senior Common Room! You may have seen a piece in the Oxford Magazine this term
 regretting that librarians don’t make themselves known to academics nor integrate themselves with research, and some of my counterparts in Cambridge libraries have been investigating how they might provide a personalised, ‘boutique’ library service. College libraries ought to be given more freedom to experiment than larger institutions and this could be a way to engage with graduate students in particular. You might even ask whether, if staff were no longer tied to a building, would we dare to share services with other colleges?
Place and community can’t entirely be reproduced online, and the same is true of our special collections. If you didn’t have any special collections, how active would you be in acquiring them? Most colleges have inherited their special collections, whether early printed books, modern papers, or a specialist subject collection. Often, we don’t know exactly what we have or quite what to do with them, and we don’t have the time or money for preservation beyond benign neglect. Would it be better to sell them, or perhaps deposit them into the care of the Bodleian, as my college has with its medieval manuscripts?
But then we’d lose something which distinguishes us from every other institution. An alternative is to play to our strengths and curate them, exhibit them, use them. It’s not obvious to me how special collections interact with everyday collections – in fact I don’t believe they can, and they ought really to be the responsibility of dedicated curators. Nonetheless, college members have a strong latent interest in special collections, an interest which can be engaged with displays and seminars. This engagement can even reach out beyond the college walls, from open days to open-access content online – wonderful PR for the college for a relatively small investment.
Finally, I’d like to emphasise that, according to the latest Student Barometer survey, 9 out of 10 Oxford students are satisfied with their college library facilities
. That’s a very strong justification for continuing what we already do so successfully. But maybe we can lead students to expect more from their libraries.
So these are some starting points for re-creating a college library. There are lots more questions: the invitation to today’s discussion mentioned trends in scholarly publishing and student learning patterns, higher education budgets and convergence with computing support. I can’t address all these points in ten minutes but I hope at least I’ve asked some interesting questions!
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