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This paper will explain how RMIT Swanston Library changed from having a separate Loans 

and Reference Desk to a combined service desk.  Our trial began during semester break in 

2013/14.  We are trialling this idea, in preparation for a move into a new library where in 

2017, it is envisioned that we may have information pods.   This enabled both groups to learn 

new skills, in both loans transactions and basic reference skills.  The groups have found they 

have learned by observing their more experienced colleagues, where practicable.  Naturally 

we kept our patrons informed that the trial was in progress and we were optimistic our 

patrons did not mind if the tasks took a little longer. 

 

How is it going so far?  Staff agreed it is a great way of gaining new skills, improving the 

ones they already have, and it also gives us a chance to interact more closely with our 

colleagues.   

 

Swanston Library is also making what we believe to be an improvement to our high use 

collection (reserve) by moving to a more open model.  We hope this means our patrons can 

browse this collection prior to borrowing the item they wish to consult, using self-check 

machines, with staff members close by to assist as needed.  

 

We are looking forward to seeing how this new idea works at the start of the new academic 

year.  While there will be challenges as we embark on this new desk arrangement, it is 

exciting working in this industry, and striving to deal with constant change professionally.   It 

is acknowledged that many libraries have already changed to the idea of having a single desk 

for all enquiries   
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Six months ago Swanston Library, at RMIT University decided to combine both the Loans 

and Reference desks in line with many other University Libraries who have already moved to 

this service model.   Originally the library had three separate desks, an Audio Visual Service 

Desk which was on another level, a Loans and a Reference Desk. We have currently over 

250,000 items in the collection, and more than 9,500 daily visits from our patrons. As with a 

lot of Academic Libraries we deal with Undergraduate, VCE, TAFE, Masters, PhD 

candidates and we also have REW (RMIT English Worldwide)  students, and this of course 

reflects the level of reference queries we get at the desk.   We will have a brand new library 

in 2017 which may mean changes to the way we offer library services to our patrons.  We are 

trialling the combined desk service to see if this will be the preferred model for the new 

library, after major renovations have been completed.  The new building NAS (New 

Academic Swanston) will be very modern, and bring a few changes to how the students are 

helped. 

 

 

To start with we relocated items from the Loans Desk to the existing Reference Desk used in 

daily circulation processes. Due to architectural restraints we were not able to alter either 

desk, or construct a new one.   These included EFTPOS machines to process fines and 

payments, the wide variety of  borrowing cards for staff and students, and of course the 

barcodes for patrons, along with instructional processes for patron registrations.   We also had 

to relocate our keypad (personal response system) collection used by staff members to gauge 

the effectiveness of presentations, and we have a large collection of these, and they are 

housed in a variety of containers.  We also needed to relocate items from Document Delivery, 

and have these items stored behind the service desk so they could be handed over to the 

requestors when required, as they have to be signed for, and the patron reminded that 

Document Delivery staff are contacted if they require an extension of the loan.  Lost property 

was also moved, and duplicate barcode machine, in order to replace any faulty or damaged 

barcodes, and the plastic protection strips.  We also had to change our signs Enquiries 

became Reserve, and Reference and Research became Service/Enquiries. 
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Prior to this, meetings were held with the working party to decide what items had to be 

moved, and how to make it happen seamlessly.  Staff from both groups formed this working 

party,  and other staff members could add comments to a Google Document.   

 

Handling the change 

 

 

Change is not easy.  Obviously there are a greater variety of questions and interactions now 

handled at one desk.  Prior to the change Reference staff attended training for some of the 

aspects of loans that they would need to be able to competently handle, this included loading 

of the various categories of patrons that we have, ie. Cooperative Action by Victorian 

Academic Libraries CAVAL) , University Libraries of Australia and New Zealand 

(ULANZ), alumni, fee paying, staff both full time and sessional, and University of the Third 

Age (U3A).   We were reminded how important it was to get the statistical categories correct 

to ensure we know how many of each patron category are being registered , and to ensure all  

patrons receive the correct loan privileges, as not all categories are able to place holds, and 

borrow certain collections.  Training for Loans staff is in the pipeline for reference queries for 

example use of subject guides, basic database searching and reference help.   

 

 

Once training has been completed and we have adopted the combined desk model, we will be 

providing a seamless service to our patrons.  When they visit the desk, we can help them find 

the article they need, use our Learning Repository for articles and thesis submitted by RMIT 

staff and PhD candidates, register them as a new user, process fines, and help them find items 

lecturers have placed on reserve, and help them locate previous exam papers, some of which 

we have online, and others are in paper form, often due to copyright issues with items such as 

images or formulas.   

 

 

While there are challenges, it is an exciting profession, and we are always striving to deal 

with constant change professionally and with of course enthusiasm.  This is what draws so 

many of us to this career.     
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The combined desk in action. 

 

The excitement started on Monday March 2nd.   A combination of Loans and Reference staff 

were co-located at one desk for two hour shifts during the day and longer shifts on night and 

weekend shifts.  In addition to two mobile (roving) staff who help patrons with their printing, 

photocopying and scanning needs, and use of self- check units. 

 

 

The combined desk has computers with dual screens which enable students and library staff 

to search for information together, this is a great way of teaching our patrons how to use the 

catalogue and search databases, as we can get our patron to do the actual searching. 

 

 

The closed reserve collection, previously located at the Loans Desk, was redesigned as an 

open reserve collection.  Staff are able to assist patrons by checking item availability and then 

write down the call number in order to find items on the shelves, and borrow via the shelf- 

check machine.  Students also use their mobile phones to photograph call numbers.  We also 

ensure that all books are quickly checked in and re-shelved. This new model allows patrons 

access to this collection, although they may not have the borrowing rights to remove them 

from the area, they can be consulted, and of course photographed.   Staff also keep an eye on 

the Reserve exit barrier and attend promptly to the alarm. 

 

 

The  Positives 

 

I believe our patrons appreciate this combined model of service delivery. With more people 

providing service, at point of need we can more efficiently assist patrons with their queries.   

How many times have we walked around a shop looking for a staff member to ask us if we 

required assistance?    Additional staff on the floor means we are able to speak to our patrons 

in a personal and welcoming manner.  It is also great to have an additional computer away 

from the desk, but close by so that it can be used to either do a quick catalogue check or a 

more detailed reference query. 
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Once we become a fully integrated desk, there will only be one queue, hopefully this will 

mean no more confusion for our patrons as to which queue they should be standing in.  The 

students will no longer need to determine which staff member does what. 

 

 The Negatives. 

 

 

One problem I see is the dual screens.  Personal information is on show to other patrons who 

could be in the queue.  To overcome this, we have a form for new patrons to fill in, so that we 

register them without personal details such as addresses etc. appearing on the screen, this can 

also be an issue when dealing with a fine.  Previously the monitor would only be turned 

slightly to allow the patron to see changes made, and other patrons were not in the line of 

sight.  Prior to the move we had a cordless phone that could be taken around part of the 

library, this was ideal if we had to look for some lost property, or an item on the hold shelf.  

We now just have the one phone which is a centralised service.  

 

 

The desk area can look messy, as it was not designed to hold the wide variety of items that 

are now kept.  Prior to this these items were out of sight on shelving at the Loans Desk.  It 

can also be noisy if both staff members are assisting and other staff members are close to the 

desk directing patrons or answering questions.  The location of the desk and its configuration, 

makes it difficult to see patrons waiting for assistance – this does at times necessitate a “next 

please”. 

 

 

Another concern we have is that the combined desk is further away from the exit barriers:  

prior to this Loans Staff were much nearer to the barrier and could ascertain why the barrier 

alarm was activated.   
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Conclusion 

 

 

In conclusion it is hoped that these changes ensure that our patrons can go to a single service 

point and receive answers to all their questions, from whichever staff member they approach.  

There is also the bonus of having the two different groups of staff working side by side it 

gave both groups a chance to get to know our colleagues a little better and to see the different 

interactions each has with our patrons.   It also gives staff additional skills which is a bonus 

for us all.  We hope that this will continue to reflect in our INSYNC Survey which measures 

the total experience students have at RMIT.  The library to date has done very well in surveys 

conducted.   

 

 

It will be interesting to see if this model continues with the implementation of the new 

library.  There are many innovative ideas for library customer service for example, pods and 

portals etc., and we may find ourselves working more with students in their space rather than 

the traditional desk model as we know it.  The photos of the new library look great, and we 

all agree it will be exciting to have a modern library to work in.   Library staff are always 

consulted before major changes are made, meetings are held to get feedback, and suggestions, 

and there is always a Google Doc that we can add our comments and suggestions.    

 

 

I personally take every opportunity to visit other libraries and see what types of service desks 

they have, and bring back ideas and photographs of various service point ideas.  The changes 

we are facing are exciting and I look forward to seeing what service model is chosen for our 

brand new library.   

 

Thank you 

 


