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Abstract
We first explore the definition, characteristics and functionality of VLEs, the fundamental building blocks of future learning architecture, which will have a profound effect on student and staff expectations of universities and libraries.

We then turn to issues libraries must address in the immediate future:

E-resources

The majority of e-resources bought by libraries have been e-journals.  VLEs will bring great demand for e-books to support learning.  We discuss in detail the Southern Universities Purchasing Consortium’s recent innovative tender for e-books for UK universities.  Focusing on VLEs, this addressed price, functionality, how libraries can influence the content negotiated by vendors, and providing access to text-books with high-volume sales.

Non-traditional resources

A market will develop in courses and the materials to support them.  This will be different from the traditional market in books and journals.  In particular universities will wish to customise the materials to their own requirements; there will therefore be complex issues of rights management for libraries.  Universities will wish to sell their own materials into the market place; this too will have to be managed.

Information architecture

The traditional library management system, marrying large databases of books and borrowers, will decline rapidly in importance.  The emphasis will switch to federated search engines (embedded in VLEs, searching and retrieving from a wide range of internal and external databases and web-sites), link resolvers, rights management systems, and authentication.  Libraries need to be inventing this new architecture now (a schematic model is suggested).

Study skills

Libraries will expect, and demand, to contribute to the educational content of VLEs, particularly for information literacy.  There will be challenges of producing learning materials appropriate to the VLE, and integration with other study skills elements and the core pedagogy of the various courses.  This area will be particularly important in establishing the pedagogical standing of librarians.
