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Abstract 
 

This article will describe how academic libraries can (and should) be involved in experiential 
learning.  The authors detail the impact experiential learning can have on the relevance of aca-
demic libraries to their universities.  They discuss the benefits to libraries as well as students.  In 
particular, the authors describe experiential learning at the James E. Walker Library and the part-
nerships formed, projects completed, lessons learned, and the benefits realized. 
 
 
Introduction 
 
Experiential Learning in Higher Education 
 
Experiential learning, understood generally 
as education that emphasizes personal expe-
rience rather than learning from books or 
other secondary sources, broadens the class-
room experience by providing concrete op-
portunities to observe, conceptualize, apply 
knowledge and experiment. According to 
Katula and Threnhauser, it is one of the 
most significant trends in higher education 
in the past thirty years and serves to form 
students' knowledge into practical "know-
how" which can propel them to success.1 
Internships, study abroad programs, field 
experiences, and service work are all exam-
ples of experiential learning and are in place 
in many higher education institutions.  After 
years of observing students, philosopher 
and pre-eminent educational theorist of the 
twentieth century John Dewey became con-
cerned that students were not engaged by 
droning lectures in the classroom setting.  
This spurred him to seek challenges that 
could make meaning out of raw (and rele-
vant) experience.  Dewey also stressed that 
the quality of the educational experience 
was just as important as the experience itself 
and urged educators to provide students 
with enjoyable and creative opportunities. 
In 1938, when he wrote Experience and Educa-

tion, he stated, ”In what I have said I have 
taken for granted the soundness of the prin-
ciple that education in order to accomplish 
its ends both for the individual learner and 
for society must be based upon expe-
rience.”2  
 
In the late 20th century, experiential learning 
became a derivative of experiential educa-
tion.  In 1984, David Kolb argued that 
"learning is the process whereby knowledge 
is created through the transformation of ex-
perience."3   He believed that learning has 
four modes:  concrete experience, reflective 
observation, abstract conceptualization, and 
active experimentation. While Dewey 
stressed that learning was reinforced by ex-
perience (students did receive the classroom 
lecture and then went out to experience the 
lecture first-hand), Kolb stated that learning 
actually begins with the experience. Kolb 
believed that the best way to learn some-
thing was to dig in and do it. 
 
Today, many colleges and universities have 
an array of programs that can be categorized 
under the heading of experiential learn-
ing. To ensure student success in an expe-
riential learning situation, Kolb stated that: 
 

1.  The learner must be willing to be ac-
tively involved in the experience; 
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2.  The learner must be able to reflect on 
the experience; 
3.  The learner must possess and use 
analytical skills to conceptualize the ex-
perience; and 
4.  The learner must possess decision 
making and problem solving skills in 
order to use the new ideas gained from 
the experience.4 

 
These principles have been promoted and 
realized in the most successful experiential 
education programs in higher education, 
built into the design of their curricula, and 
continue to be the hallmarks of a successful 
program.  
 
The Experiential Learning Framework at 
Middle Tennessee State University 
 
In Spring 2004, Middle Tennessee State Uni-
versity (MTSU) selected experiential learn-
ing as the primary focus of its Quality En-
hancement Plan. Based on information 
gained from a series of meetings with facul-
ty and staff, online discussions, and web 
survey results, it was determined that this 
focus would best promote the quality aca-
demic experience and student centered fo-
cus that was prominent in the University’s 
strategic plan. 
 
In the spirit of experiential learning, stu-
dents from three MTSU marketing classes 
developed a campaign to promote the initia-
tive on campus.  This was the birth of the 
University's slogan:  “EXL ... MAKE IT HAP-
PEN!”  Additional planning and preparation 
was undertaken in Fall 2004 and Spring 2005 
with official adoption of the MTSU expe-
riential learning program in 2006. 
 
MTSU's goals for the experiential learning 
(EXL) program are similar to Kolb's theory.  
Students involved in the EXL coursework 
develop an experience-based knowledge 
and cultivate good citizenship through con-
tributions to the local community.  Students 
develop as individuals and are expected to 
acquire a sound understanding of the needs 
of others, a sense of cultural awareness, and 
an appreciation of individuality.  Success-

ful completion of the EXL program expects 
that students are able to demonstrate mana-
gerial and leadership skills in their area of 
study through the connection between expe-
rience and discipline.  
 
The MTSU EXL program requires 18 hours 
of EXL classes and at least one external ac-
tivity, which is often a research project re-
quiring interaction with an agency or organ-
ization that is external to the University.  
The program also requires an internal ser-
vice component.  This can be a leadership 
role in a campus-sponsored charitable activ-
ity, a volunteer opportunity with a campus 
office, or some other leadership service ac-
tivity on campus.  Students are required to 
complete an e-portfolio, essentially a web-
site created by the student showing learning 
outcomes during the EXL Program expe-
rience.  Lastly, each student must actively 
participate in assessment activities.5 
 
Not only is experiential learning beneficial 
to students, it is also beneficial to educators.  
At MTSU, faculty participating in the EXL 
program has valuable opportunities to keep 
abreast of changing needs in their profes-
sions or industries.  The EXL program also 
provides a way for faculty to interact with 
others in the field and become familiar with 
local businesses and employers.  Faculty can 
use the EXL program to better evaluate 
classroom instruction in relation to students' 
preparation for employment as well as ex-
plore new possibilities for working relation-
ships and opportunities for public service.  
 
As part of EXL at MTSU, the James E. Walk-
er Library has taken a proactive approach 
through the creation of partnerships with 
instructional faculty and student groups.  
Through these partnerships, members of the 
Library at MTSU have been engaged in a 
number of unique activities to enhance stu-
dent education and involve the library more 
directly in the University's mission to devel-
op educated students. 
 
The Academic Library and Experiential 
Learning 
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Review of the Literature 
 
In 2006, Lynn C. Westney summed up aca-
demic librarians’ involvement in experien-
tial learning (or service learning, as she calls 
it) as “conspicuous by their absence."6  Since 
then, a search of the library literature reveals 
a handful of recent examples of experiential 
learning collaborations. The majority of 
these partnerships involve business students 
performing marketing or advertising func-
tions for the library. 
 
At Texas A&M, students in the undergra-
duate chapter of the American Advertising 
Federation developed a marketing cam-
paign to promote the use of netLibrary e-
books. The campaign, which consisted of 
promotional posters, newspaper ads, tar-
geted emails, table toppers, and giveaway 
items, resulted in the creation of 200 new 
user accounts and 3,800 e-book circulations. 
While the student advertisers did not re-
ceive class credit for their project, they did 
gain real-world experience that they could 
note on their resumes.7  
 
At Illinois Wesleyan University, librarians 
worked with Business Administration stu-
dents in two marketing classes to increase 
student awareness of reference services in 
the library.  Over the course of two seme-
sters, marketing students designed and ad-
ministered surveys, made recommendations 
based on survey results, and helped develop 
promotional campaigns to highlight refer-
ence services. Since the campaign, reference 
librarians at IWU have noticed an uptick in 
reference interactions.8  
 
At California State University, San Marcos, 
librarians participated in a year-long senior 
business course to develop a comprehensive 
marketing plan to coincide with the opening 
of a new library building.  Students devel-
oped and administered a survey gauging 
student and faculty interests and awareness 
of library services. They then used the sur-
vey results to recommend a marketing plan 
for the library.9  
 

Two other examples of experiential learning 
involved students taking on instructional 
projects for their libraries.  English students 
in an Applied Communications course at 
Hampton University wrote advanced user 
guides for library databases and Internet 
search engines. While the resulting docu-
ments were not perfect, many of them were 
good enough to be used as handouts in li-
brary instruction classes and placed in lite-
rature racks throughout the library. In-
creased usage of highlighted databases in 
the weeks following the project may have 
partially resulted from the guides.10   
 
At Eastern Washington University, students 
in a technical communication program mar-
keted and presented workshops to students 
on RefWorks, which allows students to 
manage their research more effectively.  The 
student-run workshops reached nearly 300 
students, and numbers of registered users of 
the service increased dramatically.11  
 
The large and multi-faceted environment of 
a library building itself also serves as fodder 
for experiential learning, as evidenced by 
the research undertaken by the Department 
of Design and Environmental Analysis at 
Cornell University. Students and faculty in 
the Human Factors and Ergonomics Re-
search Group studied library signage and 
workstation design in two libraries on the 
campus.  The authors of the published study 
identified numerous problems with library 
signage legibility and some problems with 
ADA accessibility. The group offered sug-
gestions for fixing the signage problems.12   
In another example of real-world learning 
opportunities at Cornell University Libra-
ries, a student writing a master’s thesis on 
workstation design analyzed the suitability 
of library workstations for the tasks per-
formed and designed alternative work spac-
es for employee testing.13 

 
What’s in it for the library? 
 
Libraries benefit from experiential learning 
partnerships in a variety of ways. First, li-
braries get free work from their students on 
projects that library staff may not have the 
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time or talent to develop. The results may 
not be ideal or may require a great deal of 
input from supervising librarians, but in 
most cases, the work is worthwhile. Second, 
partnerships allow libraries to see their ser-
vices through the students’ eyes. When stu-
dents develop a marketing campaign or in-
structive materials, librarians get a glimpse 
of what students think is important, over-
looked, or confusing about the library. Final-
ly and most importantly, participating in 
classroom projects with students gives the 
library a more central role in the academic 
process on campus. The library staff become 
active participants, not just suppliers of texts 
and technologies. 
 
What’s in it for the students? 
 
In many cases, students receive class credit 
for service-learning activities performed in 
the library.  Beyond that, students also gain 
real-world experiences in their chosen pro-
fessions, potentially making them more em-
ployable in the future.  Authors of  educa-
tion and business literature in some in-
stances have bemoaned the fact that stu-
dents often have plenty of theoretical know-
ledge but very little understanding of the 
complexities of real-life organizations when 
they enter the job market.14  Experiential 
learning opportunities allow students to put 
theories into action, testing them under a set 
of unique variables.  In the library examples 
cited above, students discovered that their 
ideas and plans were not always realistic 
given time and budget constraints.  For in-
stance, Texas A&M students who were 
working to promote the netLibrary collec-
tion were forced to cut their advertising 
budget by two-thirds.  These types of les-
sons are useful experiences in budget re-
straint, and can be referred to in future job 
interviews. 
 
Experiential Learning in the James E. 
Walker Library at MTSU 
 
Several student-led experiential learning 
projects have been conducted in the James 
E. Walker Library at Middle Tennessee State 
University, most of which have directly be-

nefitted the library as well as the students 
involved. In the following examples, the 
library either played a leadership role, a 
partnership role, or a physical hosting role. 
 
Library as Partner 
 
The first forays into the MTSU experiential 
learning curriculum came through partner-
ships with academic departments and stu-
dent groups on campus. In these examples, 
each party had an equal stake in the out-
comes of the projects: students were inter-
ested in making a good grade and seeing 
their visions fulfilled, while the library was 
interested in the results of the projects for 
internal planning. Some of the courses were 
designated as EXL-enhanced, while others 
were not officially part of the University 
EXL program. 
 
Art Students and Paper Waste Reduction 
 
Because MTSU students pay a technology 
access fee each semester, the University does 
not allow additional charges for printing in 
the computer labs, including the library.  
Although the ability to print at no additional 
cost is very popular with students, the 
amount of paper left unclaimed at the prin-
ters is distressing to students and to library 
staff. In addition, the technology access fee 
does not adequately cover the yearly print-
ing cost in the library and thousands of dol-
lars must be spent from the library budget 
each year to cover the shortfall.  
 
In Spring 2007, the library External Relations 
Committee decided to mount a public 
awareness campaign about printer waste. 
For one week, paper remaining in the build-
ing recycle bins was collected. At the end of 
the collection period, three 95-gallon recycle 
bins filled with the collected paper were 
displayed in the library atrium, along with 
facts about library printing and waste. 
 
The display caught the eye of an art group 
on campus who decided to join in the cam-
paign. The Student Art Alliance began col-
lecting abandoned printer paper in the li-
brary during the Fall 2007 semester. By No- 



York, Groves & Black: Enriching the Academic Experience 

 
Figure 1. In the exhibit called Paper Rewind, art students placed paper animals and other figures around the 
MTSU Walker Library.  
 

 
Figure 2. The display called Reduce was installed 
by art students in the MTSU Walker Library dur-
ing the Fall 2007 semester in an attempt to raise 
consciousness about printer paper waste.   
 

vember, they had enough paper to string it 
across the 60 x 60 x 72 foot library atrium 
several times on thick wire cables (see fig. 2). 
The visually striking display, entitled Re-
duce, was exhibited for a month and sparked 
much conversation, if not a major behavioral 
change. 
 
In Spring 2008, one of the library External 
Relations Committee members contacted a 
faculty member in the Art department about 
having his 3-D art class complete another 
installation using waste paper. During the 
semester, students gathered the waste paper 
and created a few dozen life-size paper ani-
mals, trees, and other figures which were 
exhibited in locations around the library 
during April (see fig. 1). The students called 
the effort Paper Rewind 
[http://www.paperrewind.com/] and 
placed explanatory posters near the installa-
tion.   
 
Anthropology Students and Focus Groups 
 
In the Spring of 2008, library faculty part-
nered with six student researchers from the 
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MTSU Anthropology course, ANTH 
4120, for a class research project.  These stu-
dents, under Anthropology faculty member 
Ida Fadzillah, conducted a focus group 
study on how MTSU students use the li-
brary and its resources to complete research 
assignments. Each of Dr. Fadzillah's six stu-
dents identified and assembled focus 
groups, conducted and led group meetings, 
and provided detailed transcripts.  The stu-
dents' summary document served as their 
final class project report. 
 
This project was modeled after the well-
known 2007 University of Rochester library 
usage study.15 Similar to the Rochester 
study, the MTSU Anthropology students 
conducted their project at the end of the 
semester when many students were feve-
rishly working on research papers.  The tim-
ing of the project provided a generous 
supply of relevant data and ensured that 
research habits and the availability of the 
Library's services and collections were 
prominent in users' minds.  
 
In the MTSU study, the anthropology stu-
dents created six focus groups:  non-
traditional students, Student Government 
Association members, Geology majors, 
Anthropology majors, Honors students, and 
graduate students.  Each focus group met 
one to three times and each meeting lasted 
approximately 45 minutes.  The focus group 
leaders encouraged their groups to describe 
their research habits, library materials and 
services utilized, and their overall expe-
rience at Walker Library.  
 
The Library faculty was very interested in 
using this opportunity to learn more about 
MTSU Library usage.  In addition to the 
open discussions, the Library faculty sug-
gested targeted topics for each of the focus 
group meetings.  These topics, refined by 
Dr. Fadzillah and her students, included 
how students conduct research; who stu-
dents consult about research; if and how 
students use the MTSU Library, student 
awareness of library resources and services, 
and student satisfaction with library re-
sources and service.  Additionally, the 

groups were asked their opinions about li-
brary hours, food and drink in the facility, 
customer service, and library re-
search/instruction.  
 
Like the other experiential learning initia-
tives at the MTSU Library, both the student 
researchers and the Library faculty benefit-
ted from the Anthropology focus group 
project.  The students learned a great deal 
about library materials and services and dis-
covered how to form and lead focus groups 
and interact with their peers.  The Anthro-
pology students were quite passionate about 
the Library's function as a central research 
hub to the MTSU community.  The Library 
learned about issues important to users:  
hours, availability of food and drink in the 
facility, access to group study rooms, cus-
tomer service, and quiet study.  In their re-
port, the Anthropology students also made 
suggestions and recommendations to ensure 
the Library's continued relevance to the 
campus.  These suggestions were well re-
ceived by Library personnel and many of 
the recommendations have been adopted 
successfully. 
 
Marketing Students and Surveys 
 
In Spring 2008, the Library faculty partnered 
with an MTSU Marketing class, MKT 3930, 
on a research project under the direction of 
faculty members Drs. Tim Graeff and Mi-
chelle Beauchamp.  The project entailed an 
extensive student survey to determine why 
MTSU students use the Library and what 
changes would impact their continued and 
sustained usage of the facility and collec-
tions.  The paper and pencil survey was de-
veloped from focus groups and adminis-
tered to a representative sample of students 
in all MTSU majors and class levels.  Results 
from the surveys were entered into an Excel 
spreadsheet by the MKT 3930 students.  A 
total of 869 respondents participated, 
representing 3.3% of the MTSU student 
population.  
  
The survey data was presented at the con-
clusion of the project and helped the Library 
faculty identify top reasons for Library 
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usage.  It also helped to determine possible 
additions or alterations to the facility and its 
existing services and collections that would 
bring more students to the library and in-
crease student use of the facility and servic-
es.  
 
Both the Library and the Marketing students 
benefitted from this experiential learning 
opportunity.  The Marketing students 
learned about the Library facility, services, 
and collections, as well as how to create, 
conduct, and tabulate surveys.  The Library 
had the opportunity to learn directly from 
its users about factors impacting interest in 
the Library as a destination for research and 
studying.  
 
Library as Leader 
 
Positive experiences from partnering 
with experiential learning courses on cam-
pus led to the creation of a library-designed 
project in the Fall of 2008. This project pro-
vided an opportunity to put a group of stu-
dents to work for an entire semester. The 
previously mentioned partnership involving 
marketing and anthropology students grew 
out of a "re-visioning project" begun by the 
Library in 2007. The purpose of the re-
visioning was to examine current practices 
and locate areas in need of improvement.  
The marketing survey and focus groups 
were attempts to gather student feedback, 
and the establishment of an EXL course in 
the library was a continuation of those ef-
forts. 
 
EXL 2010: Re-visioning the Walker Library 
 
In order to support the library re-visioning 
project, the Walker Library External Rela-
tions Committee recommended the forma-
tion of a student advisory board in the li-
brary.  The Committee gathered information 
about student advisory boards formed at 
other university libraries and discovered 
that retention of members was often a prob-
lem, especially when there was no tangible 
incentive for continued participation. To 
curb dropout rates, the Committee decided 
to investigate the possibility of forming a 

for-credit class through the EXL department. 
Students who had an interest in being on the 
advisory board would sign up for an inde-
pendent study class, and in exchange for 
satisfactory service, they would receive one 
hour of academic credit. In late Fall 2008, a 
course announcement was posted on the 
library website and in several high traffic 
spots on campus. Instructors in various aca-
demic departments were also contacted and 
asked to mention the opportunity in their 
classes. The course description promised 
students the opportunity to help improve 
library services by reflecting on current 
practices, engaging in research projects, and 
reviewing other libraries’ services.  
 
When it became clear that enrollment was 
only going to be four students, the class was 
quickly restructured. Rather than function-
ing as a traditional student advisory board, 
the students would work together on one 
research project that would inform the Li-
brary re-visioning process. One focus of the 
re-visioning process concerned the repur-
posing of study spaces in the library. Bor-
rowing from a project completed at the Uni-
versity of Arizona,16  we decided to have our 
EXL students conduct a space utilization 
study of the Library.  For this project, the 
Library was divided into zones and the fur-
niture types (soft chair, tables, carrels) were 
coded. Students observed and recorded fur-
niture occupancy, as well as group study 
room and computer occupancy, at four dif-
ferent times per day over two weeks.  The 
study had several aims: to determine if cer-
tain areas of the library were more popular 
than others, to discover what types of furni-
ture were most preferred, and to assess 
computer and group study usage. This in-
formation could be valuable if the Library 
moved forward with any of the changes 
suggested during the re-visioning process. 
 
In addition to carrying out the research 
project, the EXL students were required to 
participate in weekly discussion boards in 
the online course shell on a variety of li-
brary-related topics such as preferred study 
spaces, noise in the library, food and drink 
policies, and technology access in the li-
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brary. Students were asked to describe their 
own experiences, and for policy questions, 
to locate and critique the policies of other 
universities. The students also used discus-
sion boards to plan the research project. Be-
cause the course was listed as an indepen-
dent study, students were not required to 
meet in person at any particular time. Indi-
vidual schedules did not allow for everyone 
to meet together, so the discussion boards 
were vital for building class rapport and 
planning the project. 
 
The outcomes of the project were mixed. 
While the students did engage in the discus-
sion boards and they did reliably gather the 
data, substantial time and effort was re-
quired by the instructor-librarian during the 
study design process to see that it met all of 
the parameters of the program. Also, be-
cause of the students’ scheduling conflicts, 
they were not able to work with each other 
or the instructor to adequately analyze and 
present the data. This meant that students 
submitted some redundant and half-formed 
conclusions from the data.  The semester 
drew to a close before these issues could be 
corrected. Still, the raw data that was ga-
thered has been useful for further analysis 
by librarians. For example, it has greatly 
contributed to plans for repurposing inde-
pendent study spaces for collaborative stu-
dent use, and we are currently in the process 
of turning our little-used microtext viewing 
area into a digital media lab. Several Library 
faculty members are planning to use inde-
pendent study students for future library 
research projects.   
 
Library as Lab 
 
While the Library has been directly involved 
in a number of scholarly activities per-
formed by students in the library, there is 
evidence that some students are utilizing the 
library environment for their own indepen-
dent projects. These types of activities differ 
from the normal research activities that stu-
dents usually undertake in the library, 
which involve the use of scholarly materials 
and technological equipment provided by 
the library. Instead, some students are ac-

tually using the library as a laboratory for 
experiments. There is no way to tell how 
often this happens, since most activities are 
so unobtrusive as to fly under the radar, but 
we fully support the idea  since it highlights 
a perception of the library as a vibrant and 
living space. 
 
Anthropology Students and the Garbology 
Project 
 
We found out about this project only after it 
was presented at a student research sympo-
sium on campus.  The term “garbology” is 
used in academic circles to refer to the study 
of modern refuse and trash.  In Fall 2008, 
two student researchers from the Anthro-
pology department conducted a longitudin-
al survey of the trash in the public and staff 
library garbage cans.17   The researchers 
compared the trash in the student worker 
lounge with the trash in the staff spaces and 
found that while student workers were 
more likely to buy food on campus (as evi-
denced by discarded wrappers), faculty and 
staff usually brought in food from off cam-
pus. 
 
When reviewing the garbage left in public 
spaces, the researchers were not surprised to 
find food wrappers despite Library rules 
forbidding it. Of special interest to the re-
searchers was the fact that many of the trash 
cans in the group study rooms contained 
similar trash on certain days (such as snick-
ers bar wrappings on Wednesdays or mail 
addressed to the same person on Fridays). 
The researchers concluded that some users 
have staked out makeshift office spaces for 
themselves, which they repeatedly use. 
 
Mystery Pillow 
 
In the Spring of 2009, there was another in-
triguing example of students using the li-
brary for their own purposes. While the re-
sponsible parties remain unknown, we as-
sumed it was a part of a class project when 
we found library branded pillows imprinted 
with the words “Reserved for Naps” on the 
balconies of the upper floors (see fig. 3). 
Students were observed napping on the pil- 
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Figure 3. Several of these “mystery pillows” ap-
peared on the upper floors of the library in the 
Spring of 2009. Their origin was never discov-
ered, but it is assumed that they were a part of a 
class project.  
 
lows, and it wasn’t long before all but one -- 
which was taken by administration as a 
souvenir – disappeared. We have speculated 
on the curricular origins of the pillows -- 
Sociology, Interior Design, or Marketing – 
but no one has claimed responsibility. We 
hope that whoever constructed them and 
placed them in the library garnered the type 
of feedback that they needed for the pre-
sumed assignment.  This student-led activi-
ty signaled that the library is seen as a place 
where people feel comfortable and where 
they live significant parts of their student 
lives, and that it is also a dynamic enough 
place to conduct an experiment.   
 
Cultivating Partnerships 
 
We recommend that libraries actively seek 
out experiential learning partnerships on 
campus. Not only are 
there quantifiable benefits for both parties—
the library gets free help on projects and 
students get real-life experience and often 
grades—but it also strengthens the library's 
role as a holistic learning place. The paths to 
partnerships are many-pronged. First, it is 
essential to create a list of library needs. 
Once you know what your needs are, you 
will know which departments on campus to 
contact. If there is an EXL department on 
campus, it is helpful to register your interest 
with them. Instructors who teach classes 

enhanced by experiential learning often 
have to scramble to locate opportunities for 
students, so having your library on a list of 
eager partners is helpful for everyone. Also, 
many libraries already have a group of 
power users among their teaching facul-
ty. These are the faculty members who re-
peatedly schedule library instruction 
classes, know the course reserves staff on a 
personal basis, and spend their departmen-
tal library budgets in the first few months of 
the fiscal year. These are your allies and 
they are great prospects for EXL partner-
ships.   
 
Knowing what sorts of scholarly activities 
are already going on across campus, and 
seeking to involve the library, are equally 
important. Is there a senior capstone project 
for certain majors? How can the library be 
involved? Are there faculty re-
search showcases or student exhibits? The 
library should have a presence at these 
events or even host exhibits or receptions. 
The goal is to present the library as a begin-
ning and ending point for research and 
learning, not simply as an easily discarded 
tool (unlike the options available on the 
web) along the way. 
 
Lastly, in order to encourage both partner-
ships and creative independent use of the 
library by students, it is important to display 
a little radical trust. At MTSU we do this by 
having a blog that is open for anonymous 
comments, as well as Twitter, Facebook and 
Flickr accounts. These Web 2.0 technologies 
allow our users to talk back to us. We often 
get constructive criticisms through these 
media, and we respond back when appro-
priate. 
 
Another example of radical trust is letting 
users have some control over the physical 
environment. Many libraries have created 
learning commons in which the furniture is 
movable. Many times libraries will also give 
students a voice in the selection of furnish-
ings or services. We recently held a "chair 
fair" in which students got to sample six dif-
ferent chairs being considered to replace the 
current, battered ones in one of the library’s 
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computer labs. We received overwhelming 
feedback, and are ordering the type of chair 
selected by the students.18 
 
The learning commons phenomenon is in 
itself an example of the growth of libraries 
as "doing" places rather than just reading 
rooms. Learning commons often include 
spaces for multimedia creation and presen-
tation, and it is in our short term plans to 
increase these collaborative spaces. While 
we still have a long way to go in creating the 
perfect learning environment, it is our goal 
to be a welcoming, collaborative, crea-
tive place for all of our users. 
 
Conclusion 
 
Experiential learning helps students en-
hance their personal and intellectual growth 
by encouraging them to apply theories to 
practical problems, develop critical thinking 
skills, build cultural awareness, contribute 
to the larger community, and develop long 
lasting leadership, teamwork and research 
skills. The library can serve as an important 
partner and effective "learning lab" because 
it is truly an interdisciplinary academic unit. 
The library provides the resources and the 
environment for independent study and 
collaborative learning to flourish. Both li-
brary staff and EXL programs benefit from 
the experiences that are created and the out-
comes that can be achieved, chief among 
these being an affirmation of the central role 
the library has in the academic learning ex-
perience on campus. EXL partnerships often 
require significant planning and work by 
library staff, but they are worth it—both for 
the products and knowledge that libraries 
receive and for the goodwill and visibility 
that they create all across campus. 
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