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Profiles of the Colleges

The sudden closure of library buildings and physical spaces due to the pandemic spurred academic librarians to devise new ways to support 

students, most of whom continued their studies remotely. How did individual academic libraries respond to this health emergency, and what did 

the library professionals learn from the experience? This case study compares the lessons learned at three academic libraries during this 

unprecedented time. The three academic libraries are a medium size community college, a medium size university, and a large state university. 

This study focuses on the successful and not so successful strategies and the temporary measures instituted in response to the health crisis.

Introduction

Lessons Learned

Conclusion

As a consequence of COVID-19, academic libraries had to adjust 

quickly to meet the needs of students, staff, and faculty. The 

COVID-19 experiences of the three different academic libraries 

profiled here show striking similarities that make it possible to 

extrapolate specific strategies and best practices that could be 

applied in the likely event of a future disruption in operations.

• Offer Webex or Zoom instruction synchronously and 

asynchronously

• Acquire streaming video platforms

• Offer robust chat services with option to video chat and share 

screens

• Create services and programming to make patrons’ workday less 

stressful
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Union College of Union County, NJ is a medium-size 

community college. Founded in 1933, Union College is the 

first of New Jersey’s public community colleges. It is a 

Hispanic serving institution (HSI) that offers career programs, 

transfer programs, developmental education, and lifelong 

learning opportunities.

Mercy University, previously known as Mercy College, is a 

private university with its main campus in Dobbs Ferry, NY. 

Founded in 1950, Mercy University is a federally designated 

minority serving institution and the largest private Hispanic 

serving institution (HSI) in the state of New York. Mercy has 

six schools and more than 100 undergraduate and graduate 

degree and certificate programs. There are over 8,500 

students enrolled at the institution.

Montclair State University (MSU), established in 1908, is the 

second largest university in New Jersey located in Montclair, 

NJ. There are over 21,000 students enrolled in its 13 colleges 

and schools. MSU serves a diverse student body with over 

50% of its students belonging to underserved minority 

communities. MSU is one of two universities in New Jersey 

that has been designated a Hispanic serving institution (HSI).
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Although there was a gradual decline in e-serials usage at Montclair State University preceding the 

pandemic, it was surprising to see article full-text downloads continued to slide during COVID as 

students pivoted to online learning. The slight dip in enrollment from FY19 to FY21 (18,155 to 17,976 

FTE) may have contributed to this result. This, coupled with the fact that faculty were less likely to give 

students lengthy writing assignments and term papers while the country struggled with an 

unpredictable health emergency, likely suppressed e-resource usage. In light of these factors, it 

became apparent that our library needed to utilize new and more aggressive approaches to 

marketing our electronic resources.

Prior to the COVID closure in March 2020, Union College offered face-to-face instruction at all three 

campus libraries. The library provided instruction only via Webex for the 2020-2021 academic year. 

As of the Fall 2021 semester, the library began offering Webex and face-to-face instruction. Webex 

instruction is trending upwards due to the courses being offered in online and hybrid formats. The 

decrease in onsite instruction is due to the limited availability of librarians in the evening courses. As 

a result of the pandemic, the library needs to make a concerted effort to support instruction in both 

modalities. 

During the 2020-2021 academic year, over 60% of the universities' courses were taught online or in a 

hybrid format. As a result, many of the universities' students did not have to visit campus. However, in 

the following academic year, less than 40% of the universities' courses were taught online, which led to 

a significant increase in the libraries' attendance and number of reference transactions. It has become 

apparent that even after the pandemic, the number of reference transactions each semester is 

proportional to libraries' gate count.

The gate count for the libraries between the 2020-2021 and 2021-2022 academic years increased 

by 178%. Although the libraries’ gate count nearly tripled, virtual reference transactions slightly 

decreased. As a result of the pandemic, the library will continue to offer virtual reference services, 

which include chat services and research consultations via Zoom.
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