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Introduction 

The University of Minnesota Libraries Makerspaces, housed 
in the Health Sciences and Science & Engineering libraries, 
began as pilots in 2017 with the aim of being community-led 
and open to all. The Libraries had long been interested in 
adding Makerspaces and were a natural location because we 
are a neutral space and serve the entire campus community of 
students, faculty, and staff. Before launching the 
makerspaces, however, we wanted to look at similar spaces 
that already existed on campus to see if a new space was really 
needed or could address a gap. 

This investigation revealed that existing makerspaces on 
campus had limited or restricted access based upon affiliation 
with a course, program, department, or student group. In some 
cases, spaces were open to the greater campus community, but 
were located in discipline-specific buildings or departments 
wherein users not affiliated with those departments may not 
feel comfortable visiting. Those spaces often also had limited 
hours. A further barrier to access was that the existing campus 
makerspaces typically housed “higher level” maker 
equipment with the assumption that users were already 
familiar with the technology. This can create an intimidating 
atmosphere for users who are just starting to explore maker 
technologies. 

Since their inception, the Libraries Makerspaces have been 
driven by collaboration and partnerships. This poster will 
present our experiences in the Health Sciences and Science & 
Engineering libraries over the past two years staffing two 
academic makerspaces, programming workshops, and 
engaging with the University community. 

 Launching the Makerspaces 
Our investigation into existing campus makerspaces and their 
barriers to access led us to develop a set of guiding principles. 
From that list, we will focus on the following three in more 
depth: 

(1) Be community-driven and designed by a 
meaningfully diverse set of voices and viewpoints; 

(2) Host programming to encourage engagement, 
develop skills, and build new collaborative 
relationships; and 

(3) Have sufficient flexibility to respond to user requests 
and future opportunities. 

In developing and growing the spaces, we have done our best 

to embrace this third goal of being flexible and failure 
friendly, and encourage our users to do the same. As a result, 
the spaces are very different now in 2019 than we envisioned 
in 2017. 

Challenges and Triumphs 
In order to address the goals detailed above, the Libraries 
Makerspaces have had to experiment with various approaches 
to staffing, evaluate different avenues for providing a diverse 
range of workshops in the spaces, and spread the word across 
campus that these spaces are free and open to all. Our process 
was as experimental as the tinkering we encouraged in our 
spaces, and we embraced both successes and failures as we 
explored the best ways to encourage collaboration for 
innovation as the Libraries Makerspaces launched. 

A. Staffing 
One of the immediate problems that arose when launching our 
makerspaces was the challenge of making it open to all and 
easy to access while still providing in-person support, 
securing the equipment, and ensuring the safe use of the 
space.  In both spaces, we wanted to have a friendly face that 
welcomed users and answered questions. Our solutions were 
limited by the fact that we had a one-time budget that was not 
sufficient to hire additional staff and (in the case of the Health 
Sciences Library), the location of the Makerspace meant it 
could not simply be left open unstaffed. 
We determined that we would recruit and cultivate a cohort 
of student volunteers and interested Libraries staff to do this 
work. Our student volunteers, along with staff, provide direct 
user assistance and training, as well as ideas on how to grow 
and develop the spaces. They also keep the space in working 
order, doing tasks such as organizing, repairing, and cleaning 
the equipment. This also allows time for those staff and 
volunteers to tinker with the equipment and supplies in the 
space to gain a greater understanding and deeper knowledge 
that they can pass along to visitors in the spaces. 
Our student volunteers have been great, but relying on them 
opened up another set of problems to address: recruitment, 
engagement, and retention. As we learned, although 
volunteers helped us staff the space without a staffing budget, 
they are difficult to find and are juggling several competing 
demands on their time. The need to strike a balance between 
volunteering time to interesting side projects and working on 
immediate needs (coursework, paid labor) has meant that 
volunteers often miss shifts and sometimes only stay for a 



 
 

term. Therefore, staffing our space has largely involved trying 
to wisely allocate the time and energy of a small group of 
highly available and motivated volunteers. 

B. Events Programming 
When the Makerspaces first launched, most workshops were 
offered exclusively by the library staff who worked in the 
spaces and centered around 3D printing and virtual reality, 
two topics that staff were already somewhat familiar with. As 
the Makerspaces gained traction, student volunteers, library 
staff, and other interested campus community members 
stepped forward to share their skills through workshops 
focused on one of their hobbies or interests. This widened the 
scope of what “making” can mean in the Libraries 
Makerspaces. Student volunteers offered workshops around 
crochet and avocado carving, students on campus who did not 
volunteer in the space hosted bi-weekly zine making and 
sewing workshops, and library staff taught journal binding, 
hand lettering, cosplay, and miniature figurine painting — 
and that is just a small selection. 
Keeping in mind the goal of the Makerspaces being driven by 
the University community, staff and volunteers pay close 
attention to user feedback and observed uses of the space to 
help inform programming and future equipment and supply 
purchases. Attendance numbers at workshops and gate counts 
are considered, but we rely on a mixture of anecdotal, 
qualitative and quantitative data. Staff also note frequently 
replenished consumables (such as vinyl sheets for the Cricut 
Maker or craft supplies like yarn and thread) and requests 
students leave via Post-It notes on whiteboards in both spaces. 
In order to gain insight into what users think about the specific 
technologies and what is offered, staff and volunteers often 
also directly speak with users during open hours. 

C. Campus Outreach 
Once the Libraries Makerspaces were established and the 
initial challenges were worked through, staff in charge of the 
spaces began looking at the bigger picture and how to spread 
the word about the Makerspaces outside the walls of the 
libraries in which they are housed.  
Since the beginning, the Makerspaces have connected with 
users via social media, sharing workshops, stories and 
projects out on Facebook and Twitter. More recently, staff 
have also begun posting photos during and after the 
workshops, to share what attendees made. 
The most recent effort the Makerspaces are testing in a variety 
of settings are “Pop-Up” Makerspaces where we bring maker 
activities to other campus locations to see which activities are 
most engaging for users, and how to take that a step further to 
get those users into the Libraries Makerspaces to expand their 
horizons even more. Staff have taken a variety of Maker 
technologies to places like orientation events, faculty 
development days, and the University’s natural history 
museum. 

Looking to the Future 
Starting two Makerspaces from almost nothing, two major 
lessons were learned: everything will be harder than you 
think, especially support and maintenance, and gathering a 
cohort of staff and volunteers helps tremendously. Initial pilot 

phases in both the Health Sciences and Engineering 
Makerspaces brought to light the need to determine what data 
we want to collect and how to gather that data in order to 
determine how and when people are using the space. This 
information helps inform future purchases, programming, and 
volunteer training, all helpful for growing and developing an 
evolving makerspace, and all an ongoing challenge being 
addressed by Libraries Makerspaces staff. 
In the next year, both Makerspaces will shift to new spaces, 
affecting staffing considerations due to new locations, and 
will present new challenges. In addition to this, volunteer 
recruitment and retention are an ongoing project. Staff have 
discovered that by encouraging and allowing volunteers to 
run workshops, teach themselves new tech, or work with them 
to troubleshoot existing technology, they are more likely to 
return. We are also exploring self-guided training materials 
such as physical handbooks or digital LibGuides to 
compensate for hours in which volunteers are not in the space. 
The pilot phases of both Makerspaces have shaped our 
expectations and plans for the future, including how we 
collect data on how the spaces are being used, how to run the 
spaces with limited staff and volunteers, and materials for 
self-guided learning and making. Moving forward, both 
Makerspaces will be transformed as they transition to new and 
expanded spaces with potential for new partnerships and 
further exploration into community-driven innovation.  
 


