Feature Article

Empowering our communities:
Library support for Al literacy at UCL

Angela Young

UCL Library Services, Library, Culture, Collections & Open Science (LCCOS),
University College London (UCL), London, United Kingdom

Abstract

As generative artificial intelligence (GenAl) continues to reshape higher education, libraries must adapt their
services to support evolving user needs and practices. This article outlines how LCCQOS (Library, Culture,
Collections and Open Science) at University College London (UCL) is supporting Al literacy across its
community. It describes the development of guidance and training for users, LCCOS staff development initiatives
designed to build confidence and capability in the use of Al, and emerging approaches to evaluating Al tools to
inform botb library service decision-making and individual use. These activities are underpinned by a departmental
Al strategy, which enables a coordinated and sustainable approach aligned with broader institutional priorities.
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Introduction

Initial academic skills support for generative Al
(GenAl) at University College London (UCL) focused
on its use in assessment, including the library’s devel-
opment of institutional guidance on acknowledgement
and referencing (1). The library has since continued to
collaborate with other UCL support services to ensure
a coordinated approach, with each service developing
support in its area of responsibility. In this follow-up
article, we outline the developing strategic approach by
UCL LCCOS (Library, Culture, Collections and Open
Science) to engaging with and supporting the use of ar-
tificial intelligence (AI).

Strategy development

As GenAl is still new and is rapidly evolving, the need
to draw on expertise across LCCOS was recognised
early on and addressed through a staff special interest
group formed in early 2023. The initial focus of the
LCCOS Al Group was to monitor developments in the
use of GenAl in higher education and its impact on li-
brary services and cultural heritage, while considering
approaches to and priorities for adapting support and
service provision. While the group’s initial response to
GenAl was necessarily reactive, the need for a more

strategic approach was recognised.

A subgroup scoped existing strategic models (2-5) and
made recommendations to inform the development of
a strategy. The LCCOS Al strategy, formalised in
September 2025, presents a vision in which LCCOS
will “harness the potential of Al to drive innovation and
engagement across our spaces, services and collections”
(6) with a commitment to effective and responsible
use, and to empowering “staff and communities to de-
velop the skills and confidence needed to engage with
these technologies thoughtfully and ethically” (6).
Five foundational principles underpin the strategy, in-
cluding utilising Al for enhancement and innovation of
services, operations and skills while recognising the
value of continued human expertise and input. It ad-
vocates for responsible and ethical use, and a culture
of experimentation and learning, collaboration and col-
lective engagement.

The strategy identifies broad themes from which tan-
gible outputs will be developed and implemented
through a new committee structure, comprising an
oversight group and working groups.

While the strategy was in development, initiatives and
activities which addressed clear priorities continued to
be progressed.
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Support for Al literacy

One of the strategic themes, “Empowering our com-
munities”, builds on ongoing support for Al literacy.
Initial library guidance (7) covered referencing and ac-
knowledging the use of GenAl, and using GenAl as a
source of information. It has expanded to include guid-
ance on summarisation, copyright, and using Al for
systematic reviews, as well as signposting selected Al
tools for supporting the library research process, and it
continues to be developed.

Library support focuses on principles for effective and
responsible Al use, including critical engagement with
inputs and outputs, and using Al to enhance learning
and reflection. In parallel with guidance development,
a student workshop was developed and initially deliv-
ered as part of UCLs ExtendED Learning programme,
which offers “students a wide range of free learning op-
portunities to enhance skills and networks” (8). The
programme is aligned with UCLs Pillars of Employa-
bility (9), which encourage students to develop skills to
support their future and includes Al literacy as a foun-
dational skill. The workshop is now incorporated into
the library’s regular programme of skills sessions, with
its content complementing a session facilitated by
UCLs Academic Communication Centre on critical
use of Generative Al tools in the writing process.
Through practical activities and discussion, the “Criti-
cal thinking in a GenAl world: Summaries and sources
of information” workshop explores GenAl as a sum-
marisation tool and source of information for academic
work and beyond. The copyright and intellectual prop-
erty implications of uploading materials to GenAl tools
regularly prompt more discussion than workshop time
allows. To address this, a complementary session is now
offered, which explores copyright considerations in the
use of Al in depth.

Increasingly academic departments and other UCL
groups request library sessions on the use of GenAl.
The “Critical thinking in a GenAl world” workshop
provides a useful model, easily adaptable to specific
disciplines or use cases, such as a recent adaptation to
address using GenAl to engage with and understand
scientific articles.

Enabling change
The LCCOS Al Strategy recognises that to respond to
the “transformative potential of AI”, staff need to be

equipped and supported, including ensuring all “staff
have the opportunity to achieve baseline Al literacy”
(6), and more specialist skills where required.

The LCCOS AI Group recognised that effective use of
GenAl is shaped not only by task requirements but also
by individual working practices, and developing effec-
tive usage is therefore an individual journey, best
achieved through active engagement, experimentation,
and reflection. The group observed that engagement
with GenAl varied considerably across the department.
Some colleagues readily engage independently, exper-
imenting and identifying effective applications. Others
struggle to achieve useful outcomes or are uncertain
where to begin, and some express concern about po-
tential implications of Al for their roles. The group
identified the need for a structured, supportive envi-
ronment in which colleagues could experiment and
share experiences to build confidence, capability and
understanding, supporting the strategic aim of staff
baseline Al literacy.

In summer 2025, the group facilitated two workshops
for LCCOS staff, one in-person and the other online,
in which colleagues were introduced to a selection of
Al tools through a range of activities. Some activities
were directly related to the work context, such as sim-
ulating a role-play of a difficult conversation with a stu-
dent at a library enquiry desk, while others encouraged
engagement through fun, such as creating a “choose
your own adventure” story. The sessions ended with re-
flection on how these uses of Al tools might be adapted
to other work-related purposes and contexts.

More specialist skills in Al are required by library col-
leagues who deliver support for Al literacy across the
UCL community in relation to the library research pro-
cess. Dedicated subject specialist librarians support
specific academic departments, so to ensure sustain-
able support for Al literacy development, all colleagues
with a remit for teaching library skills must be confi-
dent and able to facilitate Al literacy sessions.

A barrier to library staff delivering Al literacy teaching
is a personal perception of their own lack of expertise.
As fundamentals of Al literacy align with the skills, at-
tributes and behaviours inherent in information liter-
acy, however, library staff are well placed to adapt their
existing practices to provide Al literacy support and
teaching. To address self-perceptions of their lack of
confidence, library trainers at UCL are encouraged to
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manage expectations in the workshops they deliver
through transparency around the limitations of their
technical expertise, and the content of sessions is de-
signed around sharing of experiences and knowledge,
and critical discussion around findings in the activities,
with library teachers facilitating and drawing together
key learning points, rather than solely imparting their
knowledge as a perceived expert.

In supporting library staff to gain confidence in deliv-
ering teaching on Al, similar principles are adopted as
for developing their broader information literacy teach-
ing competencies, through gradual immersion, expo-
sure and contribution. Colleagues attend sessions
delivered by more experienced staff or, in the case of
Al, early adopters, before being involved in delivery
themselves, and subsequently progressing to indepen-
dent design and delivery. To support shared practice,
colleagues are encouraged to contribute materials from
their teaching sessions to a central resource outlining
session aims, coverage, delivery dates, and links for
reuse or adaptation.

Al tools evaluation

To date, Al literacy support provided by the library has

excluded recommendation or use of specific Al tools

owing to:

e the rapidly evolving landscape, with new tools
emerging and existing tools developing at pace;

e concern around endorsing specified tools without
thorough evaluation;

¢ equality concerns regarding access to paid versions
of tools.

In workshops, practical activities utilise Microsoft
Copilot, to which UCL has an institutional sub-
scription with added data protection. Other tools
may occasionally be mentioned or signposted, or
feature in discussion.

Increasingly the library receives enquiries relating to
access to specific Al tools. The library does not have
additional resource for Al tools, so any institutional
subscriptions would require funding from existing bud-
gets, which would impact on funds available for other
electronic resources. Decisions therefore require care-
ful consideration and thorough evaluation of tools.

The library is developing a framework for staff to eval-

uate Al tools, to inform acquisition decisions and re-

spond to recommendations or enquiries about access

to Al tools. The framework includes a screening stage,
in which the purpose and function of the tool deter-
mine whether it is in scope for the library, and a staged
evaluation process which progresses to greater depth
where the evaluator determines it is worth continuing
with the evaluation.

The framework was informed by existing examples de-
veloped at other institutions (10-15) and includes eval-
uation criteria grouped under 4 themes of
functionality; usability; security, ethical and legal; and
practicalities.

To support and empower students and researchers to
make their own assessments around their individual
choice of Al tools, a checklist (16) was developed in
tandem with the library staff framework, with corre-
sponding themes and prompting questions tailored to-
wards individuals. It acknowledges that while
consideration of all sections of the checklist ensures a
balanced, thorough evaluation of any tool, the priority
and relevance of the points to consider will vary de-
pending on an individual’s needs and the task at hand.
It therefore does not incorporate a scoring system and
instead supports critical decision-making.

Changing behaviours and future
considerations

Rapid technological development requires support ser-
vices to adapt to ensure ongoing effective support for
users to navigate an evolving information landscape.
Through interaction with and feedback from users in
training sessions and examination of library enquiries
we can gain understanding of current and changing be-
haviours and needs. Data from confidence polls taken
at the start of training sessions delivered by UCL li-
brary staff has shown rapid increases in attendees’ con-
fidence in using Al tools for academic work, which
reflect findings of broader studies (17). Such insights
inform review and updating of sessions ahead of each
instance of delivery to ensure user expectations and
needs are addressed at appropriate levels.

Ongoing observation and analysis are needed to enable
support services to adapt. User experience projects and
surveys, such as a current survey by UCL Digital Skills
and wider surveys (17, 18) help inform future Al skills
support at UCL, but ongoing user experience work
would further facilitate adaptation of services to sup-
port changing user behaviours and needs.
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The development of Al in search and discovery tools is
likely to lead to significant change in library skills sup-
port, as information-seeking behaviours of students
and researchers evolve. Established search techniques
may cease to be the most effective methodologies for
finding information, and library staff will need to ac-
quire new specialist knowledge and adapt their ap-
proaches.

In acknowledgment of UCLs 200-year anniversary,
LCCOS colleagues are reflecting on the past while
looking to the future. A workshop on the future of roles
in libraries and cultural heritage will explore how roles
are changing and anticipate how staff skillsets must
evolve, with the impact of technological advances a key
theme.

At an institutional level, UCL recently consulted with
staff across academic and professional services depart-
ments to inform its ongoing approach to Al in educa-
tion. Implementation of the LCCOS Al strategy will
respond to these priorities while establishing a founda-
tion that positions the department to adapt and con-
tribute to a sustainable, institution-wide approach.
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