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INTRODUCTION 
Academic library makerspaces often develop from a desire 
to make certain technologies (such as 3D printing) available 
to a campus community, but true staying power comes from 
first defining the space’s mission based on the needs of the 
library and the institution it serves. The technologies, spaces, 
and services then flow from that mission and not the reverse. 
One advantage of taking this approach is that it allows us to 
project a future for our given spaces, undoubtedly a useful 
exercise when contending with budget matters, but perhaps 
even more useful when contemplating larger strategic op-
portunities. 
This paper—a think piece—is an outgrowth of my work as 
head of Virginia Commonwealth University Libraries’ de-
partment of Innovative Media, a department that has existed 
for four years and that has developed and operated the li-
brary’s combined multimedia center and makerspace for the 
past two years. Having successfully launched the space, now 
our collective attention is turning to the next steps. Should 
we rest on that success or push forward? What is the future 
we envision for our space? 
Guided by our informal mission, grounded in our most ef-
fective practices in support of the library and the university, 
one possible future for our department has taken form. 
Those ideas are presented here, less as a definite plan that 
VCU Libraries is committed to—though there certainly are 
aspects that we intend to pursue—than as an example of 
mission-based strategic thinking and the sort of dreaming 
that all spaces should engage in if they want to look beyond 
their current iterations. 
Academic library makerspaces are still in a growth and mat-
uration phase, but soon enough second- or third-generation 
spaces will develop as current technologies fail to take hold 
or become ubiquitous and move beyond the makerspace. We 
should each have an idea of where we are headed.  
Presented here is one such possibility, a case study for a case 
that does not yet exist. 

THE WORKSHOP AT VCU LIBRARIES 
The Innovative Media department was formed in the sum-
mer of 2013 as planning was under way for construction of 
an extension to James Branch Cabell Library at Virginia 
Commonwealth University. In November 2015, the depart-
ment’s new makerspace and multimedia center—soon to be 
christened The Workshop—opened its doors to the campus 
community. The elevator pitch for the department says we 
offer three principle services: multimedia production sup-
port, hands-on creativity, and access to emerging technolo-
gies. 

Comprising approximately 4500 square feet of public and 
staff spaces, The Workshop provides access to a range of 
technologies, services, and studios. Among these are an ex-
tensive equipment loan program; a suite of multimedia 
workstations offering hardware and software for video and 
audio conversion and editing, 3D modeling, graphics work, 
and GIS and data visualization; a video studio with 4K cam-
eras, green screen, and lighting grid; an audio studio with a 
range of professional microphones, software, and other au-
dio recording equipment; and a gaming and virtual reality 
studio. The makerspace room is equipped with 3D printers, a 
laser cutter/engraver, sewing machines including a serger 
and embroidery machine, electronics and microcontrollers, 
and handicraft supplies.  
Staffing includes four full time employees: the department 
head responsible for management, outreach, and strategic 
initiatives; the operations manager with oversight of daily 
operations and student staffing; the multimedia equipment 
specialist who contends with hardware and software 
maintenance; and the multimedia production specialist who 
manages the audio and video studios and takes lead on mul-
timedia production instruction and support. In the 2016-2017 
academic year, the space was open 92 hours a week and it 
was staffed by three student employees at all times—two in 
the main room and one in the makerspace—who serve as the 
front line of user support, backed by full time staff if needed. 
In all, twenty students were employed to fill out that sched-
ule. 
Instructional support includes one-on-one sessions to assist 
with editing, design work, and other software and hardware 
issues; small group orientations to the use of equipment; 
class-integrated instruction in the spaces covering use of 
certain software, hardware, or both; and outreach into class-
rooms for off-site instruction and orientations. We maintain 
a robust weekly schedule of equipment orientations and will 
train people if they cannot attend one of the standing orien-
tation times. We offer a weekly workshop series during fall 
and spring semesters called Wednesdays in The Workshop 
with topics that range from the basics of digital SLR camer-
as to an introduction to virtual and augmented reality to a 
drone demo to building contact microphones. 

DEPARTMENTAL MISSION  
When visitors come on a tour, I typically start them off by 
explaining our role in support of creative work of all kinds 
on campus. But specifically, I tell them that the department’s 
informal mission statement is “We help the university com-
munity explore and express their ideas in ways other than 
text.” That notion—“other than text”—neatly captures why 
we combine both multimedia center and makerspace under a 



  

single metaphorical roof. (It should be noted that throughout 
this paper I use text in the common sense, meaning the 
printed or written word.) 
As for our location in the library and not elsewhere in the 
university, I typically explain that the library has tradition-
ally supported preservation of and access to knowledge in all 
forms—much of it text, but also video, audio, and other 
formats. But libraries have also always helped to support the 
creation of knowledge as well. In academic libraries, this has 
typically taken the form of research and writing support. But 
it’s now so easy to create multimedia projects or build things 
in 3D that libraries need to help people learn and communi-
cate using those tools as well. And very often, when ex-
plained that way, a light bulb of understanding immediately 
goes off and they “get” why we are here as a part of the li-
brary. 
When our department was first formed and we were still in 
the planning stages of our new space, I described our mis-
sion in slightly different language: creativity and hospitality 
in the service of story. While we don’t use the phrase in pub-
lic as often these days, it does still guide us. 
By “story” we mean the ultimate product, the thing which is 
transmitted via some medium: this is an inclusive notion of 
“story” as goal while “media” is means. It might be fiction 
or nonfiction, it might be song or poster or narrative or video 
or 3D design.  
Scholars and others should be able to explore and express 
their ideas in whatever format is going to communicate those 
ideas most effectively to a given audience. That means their 
work might be a three-dimensional model of an atom that 
they can manipulate for research or a documentary video or 
a podcast to present to others. The library user should not be 
limited just to the written word, as essential as that certainly 
is.   
Our mission ensures that we do our best to help people 
through whatever approach they might choose to take. It is 
our job to understand the various forms of media and which 
forms might best help our patrons tell the stories they want 
to tell. 

EXTENDING THE MISSION 
To be entirely honest, the focus on multimedia support, 
“making,” and emerging technologies was somewhat a tac-
tical decision based on the immediate needs and interests 
expressed by library administration and the users with which 
we spoke as we were developing and growing into our new 
space and service model. In a world of finite resources, it 
makes absolute sense to concentrate on a few things and 
make sure that they are done well before looking further. 
The phrase used in our informal mission, “in ways other than 
text,” is really a shorthand for a bigger concept: we really 
mean “in all the ways people might communicate outside of 
academic writing, the kind of writing expected by most fac-
ulty of their students and practiced by scholars when sharing 
ideas with their peers.” I hope I would not be speaking too 
far out of turn to suggest that much—though decidedly not 
all—of the academic library’s efforts are bent toward serv-
ing the needs of people engaged in “traditional” academic 

research and writing. Such an endeavor is of course an ab-
solutely crucial, mission-critical role the academic library 
fills for the university. 
But what might a library service look like if it took as its 
mission the support for exploring and expressing ideas in 
many, many ways that fall well beyond these traditional ac-
ademic practices? For instance, what would library support 
for the translation of academic research for a popular audi-
ence look like? How would library support for the virtual 
reconstruction of a historic place help a faculty member? 
How would the library’s position as a hub of information 
make it a natural partner with museums or other educational 
entities exploring creative ways of learning and communi-
cating? 
It is my belief that their positions in academic libraries 
means that academic library makerspaces should be more 
than simply “the place with the technology,” a place that 
would look the same if it were in the student commons, the 
engineering building, or off campus. There is, or at least 
ought to be, a unique value proposition in these spaces being  
positioned in and of the academic library, which is itself 
widely seen as the heart of campus and the academic en-
deavor. In other words, proximity to the data, information, 
and knowledge housed in the rest of the library collection 
should mean something. 
The core idea articulated here—the creative exploration of 
and communication of ideas “in unusual ways”—is at the 
heart of the academic library makerspace enterprise. It is 
root from which many efforts might rise and spread. 

ONE POSSIBLE FUTURE BASED ON THAT MISSION: 
A CENTER FOR PUBLIC SCHOLARSHIP  

So where do such thoughts on an expanded mission take the 
department of Innovative Media and the multimedia center 
and makerspace that we run, when we ponder a future of 
many possibilities? Our truest expertise lies in helping peo-
ple creatively communicate their ideas, and this animates us 
at the most fundamental level. So one logical future flowing 
from our energy, our mission, and our current services 
would be the formation of what I’ve been calling a Center 
for Public Scholarship. 
This Center would be a library-based service offering prac-
tical support for, and the study of, the most effective means 
of communicating research, scholarship, and art to particular 
audiences. In other words, it takes the idea that we help peo-
ple communicate and foregrounds that idea, expanding the 
media in which we operate so that it can be as inclusive as 
possible. 
The concept builds on the Innovative Media department’s 
mission to share tools for and expertise in “exploring and 
expressing ideas in ways other than text” by 1.) expanding 
the reach and scope of resources and services currently of-
fered by Innovative Media that emphasize practical 
knowledge into more areas, 2.) developing a rigorous re-
search agenda related to the communication of complex 
scholarly information through established and emerging 
technologies, and 3.) partnering with appropriate centers, 
services, and professionals in and outside of Virginia Com-



  

monwealth University. 
The notion that libraries help people take complex ideas 
and make them intelligible to others undergirds much of 
the library (and academic) enterprise; the idea for the Center 
makes that idea explicit and focuses on it with intention. The 
attitude of the Center would be: “We’re here to help you 
figure out which medium is the best way to deliver your 
message (it could be text, audio, video, animation, info-
graphic, 3D model, lecture, television series); equip you to 
do so or direct you to someone who can; and support an ac-
tive network of researchers who are actively exploring how 
best to make the complex idea understandable.” 
This effort would build on the library’s “brand” as a 
cross-disciplinary place of scholarship, rich in technology, 
providing support for the development of 21st-century skills 
including creativity and multimodal communications, tied to 
extensive primary- and secondary-source collections. 

DEVELOPING EXPERTISE 
Such a Center for Public Scholarship would need to develop 
and expand their expertise in certain areas, areas that tie 
neatly to the kinds of work already being undertaken in aca-
demic library makerspaces. The Center should be: 

A. AUDIENCE-FOCUSED 
If a central idea of this Center is that it helps people to figure 
out “which medium is best,” a critical ability is that of de-
termining “best.” One major component of that determina-
tion is based on the audience with whom a user is trying to 
communicate—whether students, faculty, administration, the 
general public, colleagues, or another group. Having 
knowledge of the most effective ways to connect with vari-
ous groups and within various disciplines is a skill set such a 
Center should be able to provide. This is in part from their 
own experiences but also through constant collection of ex-
periences and research that others have initiated. Many 
“knowledge institutions,” such as museums, for instance, 
have considered effective ways of reaching particular audi-
ences to share information with them. 

B. MEDIUM-FOCUSED 
Just as important as understanding audience is the under-
standing of media and how various audiences typically re-
ceive them. Should a graduate student or other user come in 
knowing they wish to reach a given audience, the Center 
staff needs to be able to say with confidence that this meth-
od—say, a 3D model cut with a laser cutter—would be 
helpful in these ways while another method—an interactive 
data visualization—would be helpful in those. Audience, 
medium, and creator are inextricably intertwined. 

C. TECHNOLOGY-FOCUSED 
It should be no surprise to think that a Center like this would 
have a thorough understanding of technologies that help 
people explore and express ideas, ranging from the simplest 
analog tool to the most complex digital system. The Center 
should stay abreast of technical developments and consider 
the ways in which new technologies might best support its 
efforts. 

D. RESEARCH-FOCUSED 
This almost goes without saying, but an effective Center 
should always be collecting the latest information about ef-
fective ways of understanding and reaching audiences and 
following breakthroughs in technologies. But more im-
portantly, the Center itself should engage in and disseminate 
original research; such efforts have the benefit of focusing 
the work of the staff and contribute to the wider conversa-
tions about creativity and communications.  

E. COMMUNITY-FOCUSED 
Again, a Center like this could never stand in a vacuum, so it 
would need to focus from the start on developing its com-
munity of interest. Two users might be able to help each 
other, with staff never a part of the conversation. 
Cross-disciplinary work can be encouraged in a place that is 
specifically set up to benefit from (and to benefit) those tak-
ing lessons from one discipline and sharing it with another. 
Part of the excitement of the work would come from new 
ideas sparked from unexpected quarters. So a commitment to 
hospitality, to being a place of welcome to a wide range of 
persons from inside and outside the library, the university, 
and the surrounding community, is essential. 

F. CREATOR-FOCUSED 
Listed last but absolutely not least, the creator would still be 
at the heart of the operations of the Center. They are, after 
all, the authors of whatever work is being supported by the 
Center and as such will have to remain the subject of 
day-to-day instructional and technical support. Understand-
ing their needs would help direct the future directions of the 
Center. It is the creators—whether they come from outside 
or inside the Center—who build the core community of 
practice. 

THE SCOPE OF OPERATIONS 
Constituent services for a Center for Public Scholarship may 
(eventually) include the following. One crucial note is that 
all services need not be operated out of a single formally 
recognized department. A Center such as this could be an 
umbrella concept bringing scattered services together under 
a single identifiable and marketable name; a hybrid of many 
services under one roof with dotted lines to other services on 
campus; or it could indeed be a single organized and recog-
nized unit of the library or even the university. 

A. INNOVATIVE MEDIA / THE WORKSHOP 
A core service, supporting communication of ideas through 
multimedia and hands-on building of physical objects, ex-
ploration of relevant emerging technologies, and assistance 
to users.  

B. DATA VISUALIZATION AND VISUAL COMMUNICATIONS 
This service would offer a robust suite of hardware and 
software to support efforts by the university community to 
develop and share information visually (data visualization, 
mapping/GIS, infographics, poster design, etc.). Demand for 
these services is already increasing in a world where people 
are becoming more and more familiar with well-designed 
visual communications. One thought is to develop a visuali-



  

zation studio space offering access to high definition multi-
touch screens, VR/AR development environments, instruc-
tion support, and related resources. 

C. ANIMATION STUDIO 
An animation program would extend the current depart-
ment’s capability of supporting faculty communication of 
complex ideas. One approach might be to hire (perhaps 
through a grant?) a cohort of university-trained animation 
students to help create teaching/learning objects for use by 
faculty in classes and online. This would give them formal 
practice and training and give the library a relatively easy 
entry point into this new direction.  They would develop ex-
pertise in effective techniques for different purposes and 
disciplines. 

D. FACULTY-FOCUSED SUPPORT 
Supporting faculty multimedia projects, creating course 
trailers, exploring relevant emerging technologies, partner-
ing with and/or extending the services offered by many 
Centers for Teaching Excellence focusing on facilitation of 
faculty understanding and application of technologies in and 
out of the classroom. 

E. “WRITING CENTER” FOR SCHOLARS 
With a focus on “the best medium to share your ideas to the 
widest possible audience,” help faculty write for gen-
eral/popular audiences, which would require different ap-
proaches in different disciplines. (A side note: efforts to help 
“translate” scholarly work for a non-scholarly audience 
thread throughout these services and they particularly sup-
port efforts to show the relevancy of the university in the 
modern world.) 

F. PROGRAMMING / WEB SUPPORT 
Hands-on support for scholarly digital humanities projects, 
web-based scholarship, programming/coding development 
for scholarship, employing coders/developers. 

G. OUTREACH EFFORTS 
To be successful, such a Center should offer a range of 
events and programming, including: 

• workshops/instruction: data visualization, coding, 
writing, multimedia production, 3D modeling, other 
services of the Center 

• seminars/conferences: several aspects of such a 
Center would lend themselves to academic semi-
nars/conferences supporting professional and 
scholarly exploration (e.g. a conference on 3D de-
sign/printing in the humanities, or a seminar on 
popular writing by scholars) 

• speaker series: invite renowned communicators 
from multiple media as part of a themed series (e.g. 
storytelling through film, visual communication, 
experience design/imagineering, video gaming, ad-
vertising, and so on.) 
 

SCHOLARLY ACTIVITY 
In order to be most effective, the Center—like the mak-

erspaces and media centers from which it draws inspira-
tion—should be very self-reflective and critical of its own 
efforts. Another way to say this is, as mentioned, that its 
staff should pursue a robust research agenda to inform the 
Center’s practices. Faculty and staff who are permanently 
employed should certainly analyze their work, expand what 
they know, and share it with others, but there is also an op-
portunity here to connect with other scholars through fel-
lowships and other means. 
Areas of research and publishing inspired by the kinds of 
services listed above might include: 

• Makerspaces and hands-on creation as supporting 
scholarship 

• Use of narrative approaches, creative nonfiction, 
other “non-scholarly-writing” approaches (“story” 
remaining central to the work) 

• Public scholarship in general: pros and cons of the 
idea, effective techniques 

• Museum interpretation and related efforts 
• Centers such as these in libraries in the first place: 

ties to collections, other library services 
• Visual communications 
• Cross-disciplinary examples: translating successes 

from one field to another 
• Support for academic endeavor in general: explain 

why it’s important to society 

PARTNERSHIPS 
A Center such as this one would never stand completely on 
its own. Nor should it, since there are so many other offices 
and organizations on a college campus and programs beyond 
the campus that have expertise and resources to which the 
Center might turn for assistance and to learn. The Center, 
too, can offer its support to these other offices and institu-
tions, thereby setting up a mutually beneficial arrangement. 
Below are partnerships that would be appropriate to consider 
at VCU Libraries. Other institutions should consider who 
their own partners might be that would support the kinds of 
services outlined above. 

A. LIBRARY PARTNERSHIPS 
Other departments at VCU Libraries would be natural part-
ners for this kind of work: 

• Digital Engagement, which as part of the Division 
of Scholarly Communications and Publishing con-
centrates on supporting digital scholarship through 
website and digital presentation; also manages the 
library website 

• Digital Pragmata, a program of VCU Libraries en-
gaging the wider campus community on conversa-
tions around the digital humanities and arts 

• Research Data services, part of the Division of 
Scholarly Communications and Publishing, con-
centrating on research data management 



  

B. UNIVERSITY PARTNERSHIPS 

• Richard T. Robertson School of Media and Culture 
(formerly Mass Communications), including efforts 
already under way such as shared course on science 
journalism 

• Museum Education program in the VCU School of 
the Arts 

• VCU BrandCenter, nationally-recognized advertis-
ing/branding graduate program 

• Center for Teaching and Learning Excellence 
• Center for the Humanities 
• Communications Arts department in the VCU 

School of the Arts 
• Science, Technology, and Society program 
• Center for Clinical and Translational Research 

C. EXTERNAL PARTNERSHIPS 

• HEMI, the Higher Ed Makerspaces Initiative, 
https://hemi-makers.org/ 

• MakeSchools, the higher ed maker alliance, 
http://make.xsead.cmu.edu/ 

• The Alan Alda Center for Communicating Science 
• Science Pub RVA, a local organization that brings 

science out of the lab and into a bar 
• Local museums: Virginia Museum of Fine Arts, the 

Science Museum of Virginia, others 
• Imagining America, http://imaginingamerica.org/ 
• National Association of Interpretation, 

http://www.interpnet.com/ 
• Public scholarship organizations by discipline: 

o AAAS Center for Public Engagement with 
Science & Technology  

o Society for American Archaeology/Public 
Archaeology program 

o National Council on Public History 
o Committee on Public Philosophy of the 

American Philosophical Association 
o Many other “public scholarship” organiza-

tions or sections of professional scholarly 
groups 

• National Park Service/Harpers Ferry Center 
• Institute for Museum and Library Services 
• National Endowment for the Humanities 
• National Science Foundation/Advancing Informal 

STEM Learning program 
Note, too, that many academic journals exist with a particu-
lar focus on promoting research and writing about various 
“flavors” of public scholarship. 

CONCLUSION 
The title of this piece was carefully given an indefinite arti-
cle rather than a definite one. Proposed here is a future for 

academic library makerspaces, or at least for one space in 
particular, not the future. It is exploratory, not declarative. 
This approach was chosen to convey the idea that, as stated 
at the outset of this paper, this is in many ways a kind of 
case study of a case that does not yet exist.  
That should not stop it from proving useful in at least two 
ways. In the first place, this exercise might serve as a model 
for blue-sky planning. It is immensely beneficial to take the 
time to craft a story of what a particular makerspace might 
become in the future; it helps staff of such spaces to under-
stand what is essential to their identity (for us it is especially 
this idea of supporting people in communicating their ideas) 
and what might be discarded, how they will continue to 
support the core mission of the library, and so on. 
In the second place, as with any case study, it is helpful to 
examine the information presented here on its own merits, 
considering which specific ideas might be helpful in other 
spaces or other futures. Take the ideas that might be useful, 
tweak them to suit another institution, and discard those that 
seem impossible or unhelpful to implement. 
All that said, there are germs of what should be interesting 
ideas for our space—and maybe for others—as we look to 
the future. Certainly we will be engaging more deeply in 
visual communications and digital environments. We intend 
to enhance our knowledge of emerging technologies and 
contribute more robustly to research and to conversations 
around creativity on academic campuses. Partnerships with 
other library departments and other departments on campus 
will let us begin to consider some of the other ideas more 
intentionally.  
No one can say what the future will hold, but the ideas here 
are giving us some exciting new directions to explore. 


