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“Librarians - we should be more important than we actually are...I think that's one of our major future roles - accessing, or enabling other people to access information”

(University librarian, p.34, JUBILEE Second Annual Report, July 2001).

In the UK educational sector, as in all other areas of information provision, the last ten years have seen an increasingly frenetic harnessing of the power of information and communication technologies (ICT) in the sphere of information provision and retrieval.  As the above research interviewee affirms the roles of information professionals are changing, metamorphosing from traditional custodians of information to facilitators or enablers. In an increasingly digital world access is the key.  

The potential impacts of IT networks and electronic information systems and sources on academic users is enormous, whether in support of teaching, research, publishing or communication. A host of recent electronic information service (EIS) developments have fundamentally altered the ways in which college and university users can find information, whether using e-journals, abstracting and indexing services, Internet search engines, on-line databases, content alerting services or subject information gateways. It is tempting, yet altogether too simplistic to suggest that the emergence of EIS is merely leading academics, researchers and students to substitute the use of these services for the use of conventional library services with no other changes in their research, teaching and study. The processes of teaching and learning are changing with increasing emphasis on independent learning mediated by technology, be it via the Internet, distance learning, or through the implementation of virtual or managed learning environments. 

This paper arises from a current three year research project being undertaken in the UK. JUBILEE (JISC User Behaviour in Information Seeking: Longitudinal evaluation of Electronic Information Services) is funded and supported by the Joint Information Systems Committee (JISC) under its Program on monitoring and evaluating user behaviour in information seeking and use of EIS. JISC is an advisory committee to the UK post 16 funding councils (further and higher education) and research councils.  It is responsible for funding IT services and providing innovation in the use of IT for learning and teaching, research and administration. The project is currently in its third year, being undertaken by the Information Management Research Institute (IMRI) at Northumbria University. 
The study is investigating the use and non-use of EIS by staff and students within UK Further and Higher Education Institutions, and is being conducted in three annual cycles of activity comprising fieldwork, data analysis and methodology development. JUBILEE is discipline based, and aims to provide a qualitative longitudinal monitoring of EIS use, starting from the standpoint that there is a need to place the user as the focus of attention. The project findings will inform future strategic decision making and investment in EIS by the JISC, in partnership with educational institutes.

JUBILEE has found significantly that the most popular prime requisite for electronic information on the part of staff and student users is that it is available quickly and easily, and electronic information services appear the ideal solution to this need for access. Most universities are now moving towards enabling remote access to their electronic information, subject to licensing agreements, and this is becoming increasingly popular with users, allowing access to information regardless of location or time. The research suggests however that this seemingly Utopian age of rapid electronic information seeking and retrieval does not reflect the true picture. There exist a number of barriers and impediments to successful access to ICT networks and services:

· Access  to technology
A major problem is the disparity in users’ abilities to gain access to the technology necessary to use EIS. A large proportion of students do not own their own PC, impinging remote access. Staff access to PCs also varies. In addition the reliability of networks, and the variety of access procedures to services, particularly governing remote access in the form of passwords and so on can cause further barriers. Furthermore, to the frustration of many library staff, providers and generators of these services often impose strict or wholly prohibitive licensing rights on sources of electronic information, restricting use. 

· Skills and stigma
Further challenges are presented when using EIS by the skill proficiencies of users. Some users have very poor IT skills, and find great difficulty in accessing information offered in a digital format, whether as a result of unfamiliarity with language or navigation problems as a result of unhelpful design. Given the largely independent, undirected nature of much electronic information seeking, there is a problem for users’ in acquiring the necessary skills, and accessing the support when required.  In addition there is evidence that some potential users have a negative attitude towards the use of IT, and so do not make use of electronic sources. Furthermore, as a result of the largely ‘hidden’ nature of these services – one having to access a PC to find them – in many case study sites there was a poor awareness amongst users of electronic services that would be of great use to them. 

· Evaluating content
Again as the result of the independent nature of the electronic information retrieval process, concerns have been voiced from library and academic staff regarding the ability of users’ to evaluate the information they obtain electronically, particularly as regards the reliability and accuracy of much data retrieved from the Internet.

All of these issues present challenges to users before they can exploit the potential of IT networks as part of the overall academic endeavour, and therefore such barriers have implications for all the stakeholders in the educational digital environment. JUBILEE has found that a number of parties, significantly including academic libraries, academic staff, the wider education establishments and the generators of electronic information themselves, all have a critical role in the consideration and development of solutions to the inherent problems surrounding the issue of access. 
It is intended that this paper will discuss the findings from the significant UK research project, JUBILEE, as regards the use of EIS, focussing particularly on the overarching importance of access in the process of information seeking and retrieval. From a discussion of the access related issues arising from the research findings, the paper will also consider resulting implications, problems and possible solutions for the stakeholders involved, including the user, the academic library, the wider educational establishment and the generators and suppliers of these digital information services themselves.

