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Space assessment isn’t my specialty, and I would love to hear about best practices that you
engage in for your spaces. However, as | entered my 7th academic year at [U Libraries in
Bloomington, I was able to generate the momentum to revitalize a space that has been
underutilized for a number of years.

The Grad Commons is on the 8t floor of the East Tower of Herman B Wells Library, a 2,500
square foot windowless space that was brought into its current state of existence about 10 years
ago. Created by committee, it had not had a specific person who was the point of contact in recent
years. However, there was and still is a dedicated user base of graduate and professional students.

It is keyed only to open with Crimson Cards held by graduate students, and the intention, as
[ view it, is for a discipline-agnostic graduate student lounge. There are both comfortable seats and
study tables, as well as a bank of public computers and a printer. Most of the furniture is in a main
space, but there are a couple of glass-walled hutches on each side to allow for a little extra
quietude.
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Image 1. The Grad Commons today, after we refreshed and re-arranged the furniture
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When I became the primary contact for the space in July 2024, the essence of the
room was intact, but its maintenance had fallen by the wayside. Over the years, half of the
lightbulbs had burnt out, trash had accumulated under the computer workstations as old
technology was replaced with newer, smaller computer towers that no longer needed their
bulky stands, and there was a general air of underutilization. There was one rolling
whiteboard, and several chairs were still bound together in stacks against the wall from an
attempt to spread out studying students during covid. This neglect was no one’s particular
fault, as much as it was a case study in how a lack of intentional focus upon the ownership
and growth of a space can lead to disarray. And Wells Library is a building with so many
nooks and crannies to maintain.

My vision for the space was truly quite simple. I felt that if we cleaned it up, made it
look a bit nicer, the students would feel more cared for and comfortable. And perhaps, I
dreamed, if it started in a cleaner state for the fall semester, the students themselves might
do a better job cleaning up their crumbs. So, I fell about asking around for assistance- Our
facilities officer Jim Champion kindly removed the detritus of computer towers long gone,
and my colleague Diana, one of our electricians, spent an entire day replacing light bulbs.
Immediately, the room started to look more inviting.

A ‘ ‘ [ requested some
N s~ : cleaning supplies and gave the
 — —~ < ¢, whole place as much of a spit
AR shine as I could manage,

leaving a can of Clorox wipes
out so the students could avail
themselves of cleaning supplies
in the future. I added a scrap
= paper bin, a selection of golf
pencils and a stapler (the last
one had long ago gone
missing,) and a little stand with
half-sheet papers describing
what the Grad Commons’
purpose is. My colleagues Amy
Cope and Matthew Woods
' procured a microwave and
" table for it to sit on, which was
an amazing addition to the
space. Leanne Nay, Nada
Abdelrahim and I spent an
hour putting furniture back
into what felt a logical setup, as
the tables and chairs had
drifted into strange corners
over the years.

Image 2. Armed with office supplies, | set out to battle.
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Finally, my piece de
resistance! |
commandeered one of the
three empty bulletin
boards in the room
(leaving the others for
students to post fliers on, if
they wished), and printed a
refreshed set of room
policies and upcoming
event notifications. (In
summer 2024, prior to my
becoming the main contact,
my supervisor Leanne Nay
and I sat down for a policy
e P"’*M’NM o revision with our AD Anna
| — [hagks {ovclavifiaation’ Toiiof pot Marie Johnson.) Previously
%;;?’”;:S o e the tables in the Grad
1 an gw.é” o = Commons held a selection
heffpful. This ayE of acrylic stands displaying
Loyl be food £ B an older policy dated to
2015, so it was high time
for a refresh.

[ also printed out
my headshot and a brief
introductory piece with my
email address so the
students could get to know
one of their librarians. I
stuck it to a whiteboard
Image 3. My ad-hoc whiteboard assessment question, complete with my face. ~ With a question about what

could be better about the
space. Several students left me messages that way, though someone’s request for
“windows” was one I had to admit defeat upon. Requests for more whiteboards, markers,
and paper clips were easily fulfilled, however. I added some signage letting folks know they
could adjust the task lighting (which is not on motion sensors) when someone let me know
it was too dark in the room to read.

A few weeks later, [ was pleasantly surprised when I was adding more paper to the
room’s printer and a student stopped, did a double take, and then asked me whether I
could possibly be the person on the bulletin board. [ was very glad to inform them that |
was, and I was glad to meet them!

It has only been half of a semester, but I feel confident that the few gestures of
goodwill we have managed to communicate via this space have been well-received. We
have moved a reoccurring event to the space on Fridays, a Scholarly Write-In that is a
partnership with our Writing Tutorial Services, and it is nice to see students using the
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space in a different way. The Graduate School has expressed interest in using the space for
events, as well. They piloted one such event this spring, so I was glad to hear of continuing
investment. I look forward to continuing to engage with our graduate and professional
student population in this more casual, ongoing sort of way. (Meet them where they
already are, right?)

In the future, [ hope to continue to experiment with more events and ways the
students can take ownership of their space (well, ownership in a way that isn’t simply
leaving stacks of not-charged-out books on the tables). My real pie-in-the-sky dream is to
get some art on the walls. And I hope to continue conversations with the users of the space,
whether that is on a whiteboard or in person. As I told one of the students in my
department, even if Grad Commons users have complaints, that is still a way in which they
are engaging with me- which is an improvement on how things were before!



