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INTRODUCTION 
In his presentation at the International Symposium on Aca-
demic Makerspaces 2016, Adam S. Rogers of North Caroli-
na State University Libraries argued persuasively that aca-
demic libraries and librarians are uniquely positioned to host 
general academic makerspaces.  He grounded his argument 
in librarianships’ core values (especially access, democracy, 
diversity, education, and lifelong learning), the particular 
professional training and skills of librarians, the institutional 
resources of libraries, and larger trends in academic librari-
anship (library as “third place,” the development of the 
learning commons, and support for content creation and not 
just consumption) [1].  A number of educational and library 
organizations echo that call for supporting creativity and re-
lated attributes as “21st-century skills.” Furthermore, librar-
ies have a historical practice of providing support and ser-
vices related to creativity [2]. 
Though there is a strong case to be made for makerspaces 
being supported by academic libraries—and in turn, for 
supporting academic libraries—the degree to which that case 
is made publicly by the managers of the spaces or by other 
library staff has largely been unclear.   Much has been writ-
ten on the what and how of library makerspaces—what 
makerspaces are in general and about how they should be 
constructed, organized, and managed—but little on why they 
fit the mission and history of libraries.  Do they articulate the 
unique value proposition of the academic library makerspace 
in any way?  Makerspaces have entered the library lexicon 
and that often seems to be “enough.”   
As a first step toward examining why makerspaces are (or 
should be) found in academic libraries, this paper examines 
the public communication of library-related purpose by ac-
ademic library makerspaces. It reports on content analysis 
that was performed on academic library makerspace web-
sites in which the descriptive/explanatory text found on each 
site is coded for its messaging: does it position the mak-
erspace in the wider service mission of the library? Is the site 
strictly informational about the operation of the makerspace 
without providing context? Websites were chosen for this 
early study because they are one of the first ways that users 
and potential users get information about academic library 
makerspaces. 
The results of the website study are paired with a review of 
books and articles focusing on the creation of makerspaces 
in libraries.  Those works are examined for instances in 
which they add to the arguments for the purposes of aca-
demic library makerspaces, which is in turn contrasted with 
the degree to which they emphasize operational and descrip-
tive information related to managing makerspace services. 

ACADEMIC LIBRARY MAKERSPACE WEBSITE 
CONTENT ANALYSIS: METHODOLOGY 

A. THE DATA SET 
One hundred and nineteen (119) makerspaces based in aca-
demic libraries in the U.S. and Canada were identified 
through a combination of literature searches (in print and 
online) and searches via Google Advanced Search using the 
.edu domain along with terms such as library, makerspace, 
and 3D. 
The institutions of which the identified academic library 
makerspaces are a part are classed as follows in Table 1, us-
ing the Carnegie Classification of Institutions for Higher 
Education [3]. 
Table 1. Host University/College Carnegie Classification 

Count Classification 

45 Doctoral Universities: Highest Research  
Activity 

19 Master's Colleges & Universities: Larger  
Programs 

18 Doctoral Universities: Higher Research Activity 

7 Baccalaureate Colleges: Arts & Sciences Focus 

7 Doctoral Universities: Moderate Research  
Activity 

5 Canadian [not classified by Carnegie] 

3 Associate's Colleges: High Transfer-High  
Traditional 

3 Special Focus 4-Year: Medical Schools/ Centers 

2 Associate's Colleges: High Transfer-Mixed  
Traditional/Nontraditional 

2 Baccalaureate Colleges: Diverse Fields 

2 Baccalaureate/Associate's Colleges: Associate's 
Dominant 

2 Master's Colleges & Universities: Medium  
Programs 

1 Associate's Colleges: High Career &  
Technical-Mixed Traditional/Nontraditional 

1 Associate's Colleges: Mixed Transfer/Career & 
Technical-High Nontraditional 

1 Baccalaureate/Associate's Colleges: Mixed 
Baccalaureate/Associate's 



  

Some academic library systems host more than one mak-
erspace, as for instance if they have multiple branch librar-
ies; each space is counted separately in the totals reported 
herein.  It should be noted that spaces dedicated solely to 
media production were not considered in this particular sur-
vey, as media centers are not usually considered makerspac-
es at this time, although many makerspaces do include me-
dia production tools and services as part of their offerings. 
Of the academic library makerspaces identified: 

• 88 spaces are in public U.S. universities/colleges 
• 26 spaces are in private not for profit U.S. universi-

ties/colleges 
• 5 spaces are in Canadian universities/colleges 

B. CONTENT ANALYSIS 
Websites for each of the makerspaces were identified, ex-
amined, and tagged as to whether it provided content in any 
of five areas: 

• Does the website draw explicit attention to its place 
in the context of library as part of the library’s 
services? 

• Does the website explicitly define a makerspace? 
• Does the website provide a more general descrip-

tive summary of the services it provides (e.g., 
“We’re the place to create and try new tools!” or 
“You have access to 3D printers and VR head-
sets”)? 

• Does the website provide operational information 
(such as information about the space’s hours, tools, 
and maker resources)? 

• As a related matter, does the makerspace evidently 
provide only 3D printing and related services 
without other makerspace offerings? 

C. RESULTS  
Most academic library makerspaces addressed more than 
one of these areas on their websites, as shown in the follow-
ing tables. Table 2 provides the total counts of each kind of 
tagged information. Table 3 breaks down the combinations 
of information as provided on the websites of all 119 aca-
demic library makerspaces. 
 
Table 2. Academic Library Makerspace Website Content, Counts of In-
formational Content  

Count Informational content 

86 Operational information 

82 Descriptive summary 

7 Explicit definition of a makerspace 

4 Explicitly placing space in context of library 
services 

23 3D printing services only (not full makerspace) 

 
Table 3. Academic Library Makerspace Website Content, Summary of 
Combinations 

Count Combinations of information 

63 Both descriptive summary and operational  
information 

23 3D printing services only (not full makerspace) 

13 Operational information alone 

9 Descriptive summary alone 

5 Descriptive summary, operational information, 
and defines makerspace 

4 Descriptive summary, operational information, 
and puts makerspace in library context 

1 Descriptive summary and defines makerspace 

1 Operational information and defines makerspace 

119 Total 
 

DISCUSSION OF WEBSITE CONTENT ANALYSIS 
Immediately noticeable from the results of the content anal-
ysis is how very rare it is for academic library makerspaces 
to explicitly articulate a position for themselves as a part of 
the library and its services.  Only four spaces draw that con-
nection, just 3.36% of the total.   
One of those four spaces, the Innovation Lab & Makerspace 
of Shapiro Library at Southern New Hampshire University, 
provides a page on their site called “Why the library?” that 
outlines exactly why their space is a part of the library “ra-
ther than another department, possibly one supporting a pro-
gram often associated with these technologies.” Among the 
reasons they cite in their thorough discussion are support for 
knowledge creation—“We view the technologies available 
in the space as an extension of the traditional resources and 
services the library provides to support knowledge creation 
for our users”—accessibility to a range of users, and librar-
ies’ facilitation of community [4]. 
Similarly, the website for Make Central in the Main Library 
at Michigan State University starts its FAQ with the ques-
tions “How does 3D Printing fit in an Academic Library? 
How does it advance the Libraries' Mission?”  Their answers 
in turn begin with “By supporting the University's mission 
of preservation, creation, transmission and application of 
knowledge.  By providing access to resources to serve edu-
cational needs” [5]. 
Only seven of the spaces go so far as to define a makerspace, 
a significant finding when there are still many peo-
ple—potential users—who do not know the term or what it 
signifies.  While providing tours of the space here at Virgin-
ia Commonwealth University, staff regularly asks students if 
they are familiar with the term “makerspace.” The staff is 
surprised to learn that often, it appears that only a third to a 
half of the group instantly recognize the term (though it is 
important to note that this is anecdotal information). 



  

OTHER PUBLISHED SOURCES 
A review of recent books and articles about makerspaces in 
libraries shows that a great many of them spend very little 
time discussing the place of makerspaces in libraries, 
whether academic or otherwise [6].  They tend instead to 
focus more heavily on practical information for design and 
implementation of makerspaces and descriptions of tech-
nologies and tools that might be deployed.  In other words, 
they tend to concentrate on how more than why. 
A few notable exceptions do stand out. The Association of 
Research Libraries’ SPEC Kit 348: Rapid Fabrica-
tion/Makerspace Services neatly summarizes what they de-
scribe as makerspaces’ and fabrication technologies’ “Stra-
tegic Relevance to Libraries,” listing among their reasons, 
1.) a unique use of library space informed by campus priori-
ties, 2.) the increasing integration of data management into 
library services, and 3.) the emergence of fabrication 
throughout the research lifecycle [7]. 
Matthew Hamilton and Dara Hanke Schmidt dedicate the 
entire first chapter of their book Make It Here: Inciting Cre-
ativity and Innovation in Your Library to a discussion of why 
creativity should be encouraged in libraries.  They empha-
size the library’s role in promoting happiness and make the 
case for learning by doing as a means of achieving that hap-
piness. They share a list not unlike those mentioned above 
outlined above to make the case for “why a library is better 
suited” than commercial entities or other community agen-
cies to support informal learning [8]. 
At the 2015 Association of College & Research Libraries 
conference, John Burke gave a talk in which he in part re-
ported on the results of his 2013 survey of library mak-
erspaces, which garnered responses from 109 librarians. The 
survey included a question on “what respondents tell people 
who ask why their library has a makerspace.” He wrote:  

For all libraries, the six most popular motivational catego-
ries for library makerspace creators were: (1) supporting 
learning, (2) encouraging collaboration, (3) providing ac-
cess, (4) expanding library services, (5) following the li-
brary’s mission, and (6) providing opportunities for indi-
vidual creation. All of these were discussed by between 
15 and 34 of the respondents. When looking at just the 34 
responses from academic library respondents, there were 
four highly ranked categories: (1) supporting learning, (2) 
providing access, (3) encouraging collaboration, and (4) 
following the library’s mission [9]. 

While these exceptions and a few others are notable, there 
remains quite a difference in the amount of literature focused 
on supporting the concept of makerspaces in libraries and 
the amount that delves straight into the practical information 
related to running such spaces.  The same differences are 
echoed on public-facing websites of academic library mak-
erspaces, as seen above. 

DISCUSSION 
The gap between the emphasis on operational and descrip-
tive information on the one hand and the articulation of li-
brary-focused purpose on the other (which might be termed 
a difference between the practical and the theoretical) is no-

table in both academic library websites and in library mak-
erspace literature. 
The reason behind this gap is unclear. It may be the case that 
academic library makerspace staff simply feel that any such 
connections are unimportant, that the makerspace is its own 
thing without much regard to the rest of the library. More 
likely, perhaps, is that there may be an assumption on the 
part of academic library makerspace staff that users will 
“get” why the makerspace is in the library without explicit 
explanation or that at least that users will eventually come to 
draw the connections themselves through proximity and use.   
Why does it even matter whether academic library mak-
erspaces spend any time making explicit the relationship 
between the makerspace and its services and the library and 
its services? First, despite the familiarity by practitioners 
who live it every day, the concept of makerspaces in aca-
demic libraries is still relatively new and is likely unfamiliar 
to many users, if reactions of surprise and delight by new 
visitors are to be believed.  A new service such as this de-
serves explication so that users understand its operation in 
the context of the wider library.  This is not the case with, 
say, interlibrary loan services; they are recognized by most 
users as being operationally connected to the library and its 
other services. 
Secondly, if those organizing academic library makerspaces 
believe there is value added to the library by the presence of 
their space, they need to be able to articulate that value 
proposition.  Doing so will help in making the case for fiscal 
and other support for the space and any expansion or altera-
tion of services in the future.   
Thirdly, an academic library’s stock in trade is its position as 
an information resource for the academic community.  A 
thoughtful articulation of how the academic library mak-
erspace supports the library mission and the academic mis-
sion of the institution shows a skeptical audience—perhaps 
most notably faculty who may not otherwise see the val-
ue—that the space is driven by the same goals that motivate 
their own work and can serve to enhance it through the pro-
vision of tools and resources not otherwise available. 
Fourthly, the exercise of articulating a space’s place in the 
service offerings of the library helps clarify the mission of 
the space.  This in turn helps guide decisions about resource 
allocations in a changing technological environment.  Will 
there be an academic library makerspace when the current 
suite of tools—3D printers, laser cutters, Makey-Makey kits, 
and so on—either fail to latch on or become so ubiquitous 
that it no longer makes sense to house them in the library?  It 
would strike the contemporary library user as strange if a 
library insisted on continuing to make mimeograph ma-
chines available in 2017; similarly, the academic library 
makerspace needs to be able to articulate the purpose that is 
served beyond the provision of a particular set of tools and 
programs.  In that way, new tools can be added that serve 
that same important purpose (in the same way that multi-
function scanner/copiers have succeeded the mimeograph 
machine). 



  

CONCLUSION 
The two interrelated studies outlined in this pa-
per—examinations of academic library makerspace websites 
and of library makerspace literature—make clear that aca-
demic library makerspace staff and writers on library mak-
erspaces generally pass over the opportunity to articulate the 
purpose of or value in academic library makerspaces in favor 
of describing the spaces, their tools, and their services. 
There is a danger in failing to publicly describe these pur-
poses and values.  The ability to connect an academic library 
makerspace to the mission and service model of the library 
and institution is a benefit to the makerspace staff, the 
space’s users, and the administration, all of which will in 
turn mean better use and support for the space in the near 
and long terms. 
This paper is, however, just the first of what could be a 
string of studies that would help researchers better under-
stand the place of academic library makerspaces in academic 
libraries and how that purpose is described.  Future research 
could include a survey of primary source literature such as 
campus newspaper articles and blog posts describing why a 
new space has arrived in an academic library.  Another 
fruitful approach would be an examination of “elevator 
pitches” used by library staff when introducing groups to 
academic library makerspaces, an update of sorts to the 2013 
survey described by John Burke above. 
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