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Abstract 

The purpose of this study was to explore the similarities and differences in student behaviour 

across the four academic libraries in the greater New York City area. Using on-site observations 

and semi-structured interviews, the study collected data about resources and tools used by 

students, as well as their academic and non-academic activities and contributing factors. Across 

all four libraries, the study identified that students were actively engaged in academic pursuits 

utilizing multiple library resources while working with print and digital tools. Students were also 

observed resting, eating and engaging in other non-academic activities. The variations in student 

behaviors across the four libraries can be explained by contextual variables that influence 

students’ behavior in a library, including students’ demographics, academic requirements, 

student work habits and disciplinary affiliations. The study findings support previously identified 

trends in student behavior and inform recommendations for the planning of library spaces and 

services. 

Keywords: academic libraries, spaces, human information behavior, information technology, 

ethnographic methods  
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Introduction 
Libraries have been an integral part of academic instruction for centuries. Over the years, 

academic libraries' missions to support curriculum and research have remained largely 

unchanged, while the specific collections, services and their uses by students and faculty have 

been in constant transition (Kaufman 2005). While many studies try to keep track of this 

transition by assessing the state of academic libraries, most of them acknowledge continuous 

changes to academic environments brought by technology, academic demands, and user needs. 

One of the places where information technology, academic demands and user needs converge 

and offer a representative snapshot of academic realities is in the physical space of an academic 

library (Powell 2001). This paper reports on an observational study that compared and contrasted 

students’ use of library spaces in four academic libraries.  Findings validate some previously 

identified trends in student behavior and preferences, and allow us to identify factors influencing 

students’ use of academic collections, library spaces and services. Despite some of the earlier 

claims about the decline in the use of the physical library our study suggests that physical 

academic library spaces are still very much utilized as hubs of intellectual pursuits along with 

social interactions (Powell 2001). The study observation and interview methods might also be of 

interest to readers who are looking for straight forward methods to collect readily available data 

with a minimum of financial and time investment.  

 

Literature Review 

There have been a number of studies that examine student use of academic library spaces. The 

reviewed publications represent a variety of perspectives on academic library space, including: 

the library as a traditional bastion of knowledge, the library as an environment where print and 
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digital cultures come together, the library as a locus of both academic and social activities and 

the emerging trend of the library as a learning commons.  

 

As Cunningham and Tabur (2012) point out, much has been written about the traditional 

academic library “as sacred, timeless, classic, high-road, awe-inspiring, and other similar 

adjectives.” They concur with Freeman’s (2005) finding that the library provides an important 

link to the “tradition of scholarship” and can serve as “inspiration” for intellectual activity. 

Indeed studies of student activity in the library have recognized and documented the importance 

of the library space as an academic space conducive to scholarly activity since Bourdieu, 

Passeron, and de Saint Martin (1994) looked at it over half a century ago. 

 

Plum (1994) and Elmborg (2011) each discuss the student experience of the library as a special 

place and time set apart, a status that reinforces the importance of the library as an academic 

space with “behavioral rules” that encourage intellectual activity. Elteto, Jackson, and Lim 

(2008) suggest that the “general layout of a library, the organization of the material, the location 

of the reference desk, and so on are all based upon general expectations and designed to guide 

behavior.” Many studies of students in libraries, including work by Foster and Gibbons (2007), 

Treadwell, Binder and Tagge (2012) and Jackson and Hahn (2011) find that the traditional 

trappings of the college library, such as the presence of books and formal furniture, provide a 

setting that encourages and supports academic work. Studies by Bennett (2011) and Demas 

(2005) document student perceptions of the library “as fostering learning behaviors important to 

them” and that students prefer it to be maintained that way. Many studies find that students value 

particular physical features in their study spaces: freedom from distractions and noise, good 
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lighting, personal control of temperature and ventilation, comfortable chairs and adequate desk 

space (Brown-Sica 2012; Cowan 2012; Given 2007; Hobbs and Klare 2010; Webb, Schaller, 

Hunley 2008).  

 

In addition to libraries’ traditional collections, students’ use of electronic journals and books is 

on the rise (Dastforoush and Venkatesha 2010; Clark 2013; Garrison and Grudzien 2007; 

Nicholas et al. 2009; Nisha and Ali 2013). However, students’ use and preferences for print or 

digital resources are not universal. For example, Lamothe (2012) finds that student use at one 

university plateaued once the e-journal collection reached a certain size. McKiel’s (2012) survey 

shows that students placed a higher value on print over electronic books as academic sources, 

while Foasberg (2014)
 
finds that students tend “to use print for academic and long-form 

reading.” 

 

Reference librarians are another key feature of the college library. Tradititionally found staffing 

the reference desk, Dempsey (2011) “points to a trend away from the traditional, rigid staffing of 

a stationary reference desk in favor of a more mobile, blended, and flexible reference format.” 

Librarians are now expanding their strategies for reaching students in the library, including 

roving reference, reference outside the library, in-depth consultations, combined service as well 

as virtual reference for students in and out of the library.  

Despite the institutional expectation of the library as a place for scholarly work, a number of 

studies, usefully summarized by Cunningham and Tabur (2012) have found that, in fact, many 

non-academic activities occur there as well. A number of these studies, including Gayton (2008) 



Prepublication draft: Lopatovska, I., & Regalado, M. (2016). How students use their libraries: A case 
study of four academic libraries. College & Undergraduate Libraries, 23(4), 381-399. 
 

5 

 

Mizrachi (2010) and Suarez (2007) find students engaging in a variety of nonacademic behaviors 

in the library including use of mobile devices, socializing, eating, and napping. Paretta and 

Catalano (2013) point out that social media sites such as YouTube or Twitter can be used as 

academic tools as well as for entertainment and non-academic communication. Lomas and 

Oblinger (2006) argue that mobile technologies such as smartphones and laptops may enable 

“another layer of activity beyond the obvious” one of scholarly work by allowing any informal 

space to be used for academic work or socializing. Cox (2011) suggests that library space is not 

predetermined, not a “backdrop to action,” but rather that students determine what the space 

means and what it can be used for. Delcore, Mullooly and Scroggins (2009) found that commuter 

students often struggled over competing desires for social and scholarly use of space in the 

library and on campus more generally, while Regalado and Smale (2014) found that these 

struggles could be particularly frustrating to commuter students for whom the library was an 

important study space. 

 

Recognition of the multiple activities students engage in, along with an emerging emphasis on 

group work in higher education, has led many academic libraries to consider ways to expand 

group study spaces for students (Bennett 2005; Cunningham and Tabur 2004, Treadwell, Binder, 

and Tagge 2012). Several recent library studies, including Cowan (2012), Foster and Gibbons 

(2007) Treadwell, Binder, and Tagge (2012) Hobbs and Klare (2010) Bryant, Matthews and 

Walton (2009) and Lippincott (2006) find that students prefer collaborative, flexible, group areas 

when asked to describe an ideal library. In practice, as Dennis (2011) suggests, recognition of 

student needs, as well as justification of libraries more broadly, has translated into library space 

being reimagined as collaborative learning space, often referred to as an information or learning 



Prepublication draft: Lopatovska, I., & Regalado, M. (2016). How students use their libraries: A case 
study of four academic libraries. College & Undergraduate Libraries, 23(4), 381-399. 
 

6 

 

commons. These terms have been used interchangeably in the literature, and at different 

institutions, as thoroughly documented by Turner, Welch, and Reynolds (2013). They conclude 

that the lack of  “a fixed and widely acceptable working definition” of these terms points to the 

evolving nature of “both concept and usage” (Turner, Welch, and Reynolds 2013).  Harland 

(2011) McKay (2011) and Freeman (2005) each agree that, whatever they are called, these 

collaborative learning environments in libraries have access to the library’s information services 

while also providing flexible spaces where students can engage in many activities concurrently -- 

study alone or in groups, eat, relax, use individual/group spaces -- by providing a variety of types 

of movable furniture and even walls in flexible and open spaces. The importance of providing a 

variety of study spaces in the library, not just open group spaces, is underscored by Applegate 

(2009) who finds continued high usage of individual study carrels in her study.  

 

There are some useful general discussions of the utilization of space in higher education. Van 

Note Chism (2006) posits redefining learning spaces, expanding the definition from the 

traditional notion of classroom (only) to encompass other campus spaces. She further challenges 

her readers to understand how the “built pedagogy” of spaces can inhibit or enhance learning.  

Leckie and Buschman (2007) review and discuss a variety of theories of space and place in the 

introduction to their useful volume on library space. 

 

This study adds to the literature on trends in the use of academic library spaces with a cross-

sectional analysis and comparison of student behavior across four very different academic 

libraries. 
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Methods 

The main goals of the study were to identify general trends in the student use of academic 

libraries and compare the uses of library spaces by four different student populations. The 

libraries within our sample, encompassing those at Barnard College, Brooklyn College, Pratt 

Institute, and Teachers College, represent a diversity of academic institutions and vary by the 

size of a student body, its demographics, number of academic departments and types of offered 

degrees (see Table 1 for more information about participating institutions). 

 

(Insert Table 1). 

 

In order to understand the patterns in the use of the library spaces, the study relied on 

ethnographic methods to collect data on the directly observable artifacts and behavior of the 

library users. The primary data for the study were collected through naturalistic observations of a 

public access area in each library. The primary study data were supported with the secondary 

data collected through the semi-structured interviews with students of the participating 

institutions. In consultation with the partner libraries, we chose to collect data during one week 

in November 2013, when it was determined that the library spaces were likely to be neither  

under- nor over-utilized.  Data were collected during multiple visits to the four partner libraries 

during. During the selected times, each library was observed by two researchers during two 

separate 2-hour visits on different days of the weeks and times of the day, resulting in the four 

observation hours for each library and the total of sixteen hours of observation data. The 
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observation times were coordinated with the libraries’ staff to ensure representation of the 

average library traffic (overly busy or quiet times were avoided). 

 

The observation protocol included the following steps: researchers situated themselves in the 

largest reading areas of the libraries, counted the number of students and staff, noted and 

recorded observable student behaviors and specific tools (e.g., books, laptops, mobile phones, 

notepads) they used. During data collection, we sought to observe student activity in comparably 

sized open reading/study areas across the four participating libraries: main reading halls. Due to 

differences in building layout, we observed two open reading/study areas of the Pratt Library 

which we estimated to be equivalent to the single areas we observed in in the other libraries. 

During each observation session we observed between 20 and 60 students using library space for 

various purposes.  

 

During each observation researchers recruited student participants for a structured interview on-

site (except for Barnard College where students were recruited and interviewed off-site as 

requested by library administration) about specific projects and academic tasks those students 

were working on in the library, the type of information resources and technology they used to 

access content required for their academic projects, levels of satisfaction with these resources 

and technology, as well as specific services available through their academic library (see 

Appendix A for the complete list of interview questions). Interviews were conducted with two 

students in each participating library, resulting in the total of eight interviews. Students 

interviewed included five students in Humanities, Arts and Social Sciences (HASS) programs 
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and three students in Sciences, Engineering, Industry and Technology (SEIT) programs.  Table 2 

lists demographic characteristics of the interviewed students. 

 

(Insert Table 2). 

 

Each interview lasted approximately ten minutes and was conducted by two researchers, one of 

whom interviewed a participant, while the other took notes. To compensate participants for their 

time, each was given a $5 gift card at the end of the interview.  

 

 The collected data were analyzed using content analysis and quantitative techniques to 

determine the types and frequencies of the observed behaviors and tools (Atkinson and 

Hammersley 1994). During the analysis of the observation and interview notes, researchers 

assigned low-level (specific) codes to the words and phrases referring to the participants’ 

behaviors and artifacts they used or mentioned. The low-level codes were then grouped into 

high-level thematic clusters. For example, the codes for “academic reading” and “writing” were 

grouped under the umbrella of “academic behavior”, while the mentions of the “sleeping” and 

“resting” behaviors were grouped in the “non-academic behavior” cluster. The theme frequencies 

were also calculated to gauge the significance of each theme in a broader context of collected 

data. The next section contains detailed description of the themes that emerged in the observation 

and interview data. 
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Results 

Observations of students yielded a comprehensive picture of student academic and non-academic 

activities across the four libraries. Observations also yielded data on the types of print and 

electronic technologies used by the students as well as the ways in which these technologies are 

used. Interviews with students provided both further insights on student activities as well as 

insight into their own perceptions of their pursuits.   

 

Analysis of on-site observations resulted in the four thematic clusters: 1) student academic-

relevant behaviors (e.g., reading, writing), 2) non-academic behaviors (e.g. eating, sleeping), 3) 

tools they used (e.g. technology, books) and 4) the types of interactions with these tools (e.g. 

reading, highlighting). Table 3 contains detailed list and the frequencies of the observed 

behaviors and tools for each library.  

 

(Insert Table 3). 

 

A total of one hundred and one (N=101) instances of academic-relevant behavior in the libraries 

were observed. The most frequently observed “academic” behavior in the library was 

writing/note-taking (N=27), followed by reading (N=24), and interacting with texts by 

annotating (N=14) and flipping through pages (N=13). In all the libraries students were observed 

simultaneously using and switching between multiple print and electronic media (N=17). 

Students working at the Pratt Library were also observed drawing and sketching on a large-

format paper (N=6), a behavior that we classified as “academic” considering Pratt Institute’s 



Prepublication draft: Lopatovska, I., & Regalado, M. (2016). How students use their libraries: A case 
study of four academic libraries. College & Undergraduate Libraries, 23(4), 381-399. 
 

11 

 

focus on art and design education. In seventeen (N=17) instances we observed students actively 

engaged with multiple print and electronic tools, simultaneously performing various activities. 

 

Prevalence of academic-relevant behaviors was echoed in the interview data. Interviewed 

students reported working on a variety of academic tasks at the libraries, including working on 

team (N=1) and individual assignments (N=2), reading and studying for courses (N=4) and 

writing a doctoral dissertation (N=1).  

 

In all four libraries, students were observed working with various types of tools (N=154). In 

many instances, students were observed surrounding themselves with multiple devices and 

frequently switching between them (e.g., reading a print book, then typing notes on laptop, 

taking photos on a smartphone and returning their attentions back to the print book). The most 

frequently observed tool used by the students was a laptop (N=27), followed by the smart mobile 

phone (N=25), a paper notebook (N=25), library desktop computers (N=23), and various types of 

print documents (N=44) including printed documents, monographs and textbooks. Tablet devices 

were observed only five times. 

 

Our observations were supported by the interview data in which students reported using various 

tools while working in the library, ranging from the print books and articles from library shelves 

to electronic resources on library computers and personal electronic devices. Students reported 

using their laptops for word processing, access to library’s digital resources, and entertainment 

(watching videos during breaks). Participants also reported using their smart phone and iPad for 

locating and reading electronic articles, and also for photographing print texts for later use. 
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Several students shared their habit of printing electronic texts for easier reading. Two students 

expressed frustration in using their personal electronic devices due to the low batteries. One 

interviewee was fully satisfied with the print book s/he was reading for one of the classes and did 

not express any needs in digital tools “at the moment.” 

 

The most frequent type of activity observed was typing on an electronic device, including 

student smartphones (N=17), followed by scrolling (N=14), suggesting browsing or skimming of 

electronic documents. Reading electronic and print texts (N=8), and looking around, without any 

specific interactions with tools (N=8) were also observed. Students with multiple open internet 

browser windows, and switching between them (tabbing), was observed five times. In two 

instances, students were observed watching videos on a library desktop and a personal device, 

and in one instance a student was observed making a copy of a text by photographing it with her 

smart phone. 

 

All interviewed students used multiple print and digital resources while working at the library, 

including print books (N=5) and articles (N=5), databases (N=4), personal print and electronic 

notes (N=6). 

 

The five students in HASS programs indicated their preference for working with print texts, 

often simultaneously taking notes and drafting their papers. Here are a few examples of the 

student comments: 
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- <I use> the book, reading it all the way through, focusing on reading “to get it into my 

brain. 

- I feel like it would have taken longer to go into a database and find a full text journal and 

I would have printed it out anyway.  I feel like I would have searched longer for an article 

instead of just opening to a page and deciding the article was good enough 

- No database <on my topic> at all, I looked for journal articles on the shelf. Made copies 

because you can’t take the journals out, and also to be able to take notes 

 

In contrast, the three students in SEIT programs expressed a more pragmatic view, preferring 

digital formats mainly for time-sensitive tasks, and print for all other types of tasks.  

- professors send materials and syllabus online. <…>I often take a photo of articles on my 

phone <iphoto app>,  put on computer later and read in digital photo format. <….> I decide 

whether to print or read digital materials provided by professor based on what is convenient 

- I like reading print, but when the articles are all over the place I download them to read 

on my iPad 

- <I do> not really use textbooks. <I>asked a librarian at the front desk for help, to find 

research articles in library databases  

 

In general, the stage of an academic project seemed to influence student preferences for the 

reading media type. For example, students working on the initial stages of a project or time-

sensitive projects preferred to work with digital resources. The Ph.D. student and students who 

worked on semester-long projects preferred working with print media. 
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Overall, students were satisfied with the resources they used for their schoolwork and provided 

positive feedback about libraries in addressing their academic needs  

- I am happy <with the library>, and things I find here. 

 

We observed a total of thirty seven instances of behavior (or 27% of the total observed 

behaviors) that was not directly related to student academic activities including talking to other 

students and talking on the phone (N=13), eating and drinking (N=12), listening to audio through 

headphones (N=6), staring into space, possibly resting their eyes (N=5), and sleeping (N=1).  

 

While the aggregate frequencies of student behaviors observed in all four observed libraries 

suggest general trends in the student work habits, data comparison across the four observed 

libraries point to institution-specific trends. For example, at the Barnard library, many students 

were observed annotating texts and taking notes, the types of behaviors associated with deep 

reading, the reading aimed at long-term retention of the material (Roberts and Roberts 2008). 

Barnard students were actively using desktop computers and printing documents; when they 

were not working, they were observed eating and drinking. At Brooklyn College library, the 

most frequently observed academic behaviors were writing and reading, and the most frequently 

used device was a smartphone. When they were not working, Brooklyn College students were 

also frequently observed eating and drinking despite the library’s policy against it. At Teachers 

College library, most of the students were observed reading, engaging with multiple documents 

and working on their laptops. In moments dedicated to non-academic activities, Teachers 

College students were observed eating, drinking and taking to each other or on their phones. At 
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the Pratt Institute libraries, the largest number of students was observed drawing and using their 

print notebooks, and talking when not working.  

 

The differences between the observed libraries might be explained by the variance in student 

demographics and institutional cultures. For example, data collected at one of the four colleges 

indicates that students who do not own a laptop or have long commute to campus are more likely 

to use other types of personal devices or library computers (Regalado and Smale 2014). 

Institutional culture and norms of behavior might also make it more acceptable for students to 

eat, drink and socialize in some libraries compared to the others. The possible influences of 

academic requirements and information needs on student behavior in the library were further 

explored in the interviews with participants and are reported in the next section. 

 

Discussion 

Based on the observation and interview data, we identified several general and library-specific 

trends related to the student use of academic libraries. This section discusses some of these 

trends along with their implications for the design of library spaces and services. 

 

Academic and non-academic behavior. Within library spaces, students mainly engaged in 

academic-relevant behaviors though some social behaviors took place as well. The majority of 

the observed students were either reading or taking notes, and all eight interviewed students 

reported working on their course assignments. A number of students were observed talking to 

each other, with librarians, and on their cell phones. Since in most of the observed instances, 

students were interacting with other students and talking on a phone, we classified talking as a 
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“non-academic behavior.” These interactions, however, may also represent a necessary 

component of working on academic projects and may not need to be considered as an 

interruption of scholarly work as suggested by Paretta and Catalano (2013) and Head and 

Eisenberg (2011).  

 

In addition to a large number of instances of communication- and work-related behaviors, we 

observed students eating and drinking in all four libraries, despite some libraries’ policies 

prohibiting this behavior (e.g., Brooklyn College library). We also observed multiple instances of 

resting behavior. One of the interviewed students also described his routine of having breaks 

between studies to watch videos, play games, etc. These findings are consistent with previous 

studies including Suarez (2007), Foster and Gibbons (2007), and Delcore, Mullooly and 

Scroggins (2014) that have found students engaging in non-academic activities while in the 

library, sometimes concurrently while studying. Our findings in combination with others suggest 

that a) library spaces and services should still be largely planned around student academic 

activities, including reading, writing, drawing, modeling and others, depending on the academic 

focus of an institution; and b) students’ social and entertainment needs also have to be addressed 

through the design of resting areas, food courts or cafes, areas for team-work and socialization.  

 

Resources. Student participants used a wide variety of resources while working in their college 

libraries. Some of the resources identified in our observations and interviews included library’s 

print journals and books, online catalogs, databases, and the internet. We observed students 

engaging with the textual, visual, audio and video content. In several instances, students were 
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observed interacting with librarians and one of the interviewed students reported receiving a 

librarian’s help in navigating library databases.  

 

Our findings suggest that despite the rise of academic digital resources, students are still actively 

using print resources, therefore the libraries should continue providing access to print and digital 

collections to satisfy students’ needs in both types of resources.  Based on our observations and 

prior literature that points to the high uses of digital resources by students, libraries should 

continue improving online catalog and database interfaces, and providing internet access through 

library computers and Wi-Fi option for student personal devices (Kaur 2012; Sanni et al. 2013): 

The fact that we did not observe any instances of e-book usage has a mixed support in the prior 

literature, with some studies suggesting slow adoption of e-books by students and others pointing 

to the rapid adoption of this medium by certain academic populations (Nisha and Ali 2013; 

Camacho and Spackman 2010; Foote and Rupp-Serrano 2010). With an increasing number of 

academic libraries adopting e-books their usefulness and uses by various student groups offers a 

fruitful line of research
 
and warrants further investigation (Ashcroft 2011; McKay, Hinze et al. 

2012).  

 

Student use of print, digital and human (librarians) resources across all observed libraries 

reaffirms the view that all these resources “are still vital [. . .] in some libraries” and the right mix 

of the resource offerings will depend on the “constant evaluation” of user needs (Robinson, 

Triplett, and Lambert 2011; Fitzpatrick, Moore and Lang 2008). 
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Tools. Students use a wide variety of print and digital tools, often simultaneously, when they 

work at the library. While the number of observed instances of reading print media was smaller 

than the number of interactions with digital tools, students were still actively engage with print 

and express their preference for reading print texts. In most cases when students were interacting 

with electronic devices, they were not using them for reading, but for writing, searching, 

watching videos, making calls and making photographs of print texts. Students’ use of multiple 

types of media and devices, often simultaneously, necessitate the design of adequate work spaces 

equipped with power outlets for charging students’ electronic devices. Students’ utilization of 

print as well as digital tools also suggests that both print and digital collections and interfaces 

should continue to be supported.  

 

Our study found that tablets were used infrequently, providing additional support to recent 

claims that students do not widely embrace this technology for their academic pursuits (Perez-

Hernandez 2014). 

 

Contextual influences. Interviews with students allowed us to gauge external factors such as 

academic assignments, student work habits and disciplinary affiliations that may influence 

students’ behavior in a library. Our findings suggest that student preferences for working with 

print or digital media were associated with the type and the stage of an academic project, as well 

as course and professor requirements. For example, students working on the initial stages of a 

project or time-sensitive projects told us they preferred to work with digital resources. A doctoral 

student and students who worked on semester-long projects preferred working with print media, 

a finding that is consistent with Foasberg (2014). Students’ disciplinary affiliation was also noted 
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to affect their working habits and preferences, with the stronger preference for print resources 

among HASS students. Our findings about the influences of external factors on students’ use of 

libraries are consistent with the previous work of Catalano (2013) and emphasize the importance 

of librarian awareness of student needs and preferences associated with their academic projects 

and disciplines. Due to the fluid nature of academic demands and resources available for meeting 

them, we recommend conducting systematic surveys of student needs, study habits and reading 

preferences in order to design the most appropriate spaces and programs to address these needs. 

 

Institutional differences. In addition to the general trends in student behavior across the four 

surveyed libraries, we identified a number of differences in the type of academic and non-

academic activities and devices used by students in the libraries. While in all four libraries 

students were frequently observed reading, writing and engaging with multiple documents and 

tools, the highest frequency of behaviors associated with the deep reading were observed at a 

Barnard, a liberal art college, library. In Teachers College and Pratt Institute libraries, the highest 

number of students was observed working with multiple documents and reading, while at a 

Brooklyn College a large number of students were writing and taking notes. At the library of the 

Pratt Institute, a school with a large number of art and design students, students were also 

observed drawing. These findings might indicate several factors influencing patterns of student 

behavior across different libraries, including: 

 Differences in academic and discipline-specific demands, e.g. short- or long-term 

projects, projects that require deep or surface reading or do not require reading at all.  
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 Differences in student demographics. For example, noted the higher uses of library by 

students who report a higher degree of academic challenge and by students at the 

baccalaureate liberal arts colleges (Kuh and Gonyea 2003). 

 Cultural differences between academic institutions and libraries which affect the norms 

of student behavior, and encourage or discourage noisy and/or leisurely behaviors 

(O’Connor and Bennett 2005). 

 

In summary, our cross-sectional analysis of several library spaces allowed us to identify and 

confirm some of the general trends in student working behavior, information resources and 

technology uses. But perhaps more importantly, it identified the differences between the libraries 

and highlighted the importance of understanding institution-specific factors that influence 

student information needs, behaviors and preferences. 

 

Conclusion 

We investigated how students use library spaces by conducting naturalistic observations and on-

site interviews in four academic libraries in New York City. The findings suggest that physical 

library spaces are actively utilized by students at different days of the week and different times of 

the day. Within the library spaces, most of the students engaged in academic activities, including 

writing and reading for their school projects. In some instances we observed students working 

with their notes or sketching which suggests that students are using the library as a work space, 

even if their academic tasks do not require access to library collections. The importance of the 

library to student learning behavior and by extension and student engagement and success as has 
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been documented and discussed by Haddow (2013), Kuh and Gonyea (2003), and Braxton, 

Doyle, Hartley, et al. (2014). Thus, providing students with sufficient study spaces to not only 

access library collections but also to work on the diverse types of projects should be considered 

in the design of library spaces.  

 

In pursuing their academic endeavors, we observed students use a wide variety of print and 

digital resources and tools, often simultaneously. In addition to exhibiting academic behaviors 

that would be expected in the library, we observed students eating, drinking, resting and 

socializing. This finding suggests that students are spending considerable amounts of time in 

their libraries and use it as any public space, satisfying their scholarly, physiological and social 

needs.  

 

The study findings point to the versatile nature of library spaces and their uses that are influenced 

by students’ academic and non-academic needs, available resources and tools, and student 

demographics. Since all these factors affecting student behavior are constantly changing, one of 

the most salient conclusions of our study is the importance of continuously monitoring student 

needs and preferences and questioning assumptions about the role of the library in academia. For 

example, despite librarians’ constant struggle with food and drinks in the library, about ten 

percent of all observed behaviors were eating, pointing to the importance of accommodating 

students’ physiological as well as academic needs in the design of library spaces. Due to the 

proliferation and high usage of digital tools by students, we also recommend that libraries install 

a sufficient number of power outlets where students could charge their personal devices. Based 

on our findings, we would also advise librarians to continue supporting their print collections as 
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we saw students actively using and expressing preferences for print media. Students use of the 

on-site librarians’ help also suggest that the libraries should continue providing students with an 

easy access to staff, and consider how best to do so locally.      

 

Our study had a number of limitations, including a limited number of observations and a small 

number of interviews. Despite the relatively small size of the study, our findings follow the 

general trends identified in the literature and suggest a high degree of generalizability. In order to 

confirm the finding, we plan to conduct the next phase of the study on a larger scale, involving 

more participants and more institutional partners. We think it would also be interesting to 

investigate librarians’ views on the current uses of the physical libraries, challenges and 

opportunities they face in tracking student academic needs and preferences for resources and 

tools and designing their library offerings around these needs and preferences. Academic 

libraries will continue to evolve in response to changes in technology and user needs.  Ongoing 

study of how academic library spaces are used can usefully inform strategic planning and 

resource deployment.  
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Appendix A. List of on-site interview questions. 
 

1. What brought you to the library today? 

2. What are you reading [writing, working on] now? 

3. What course/project is it for? 

4. Is it group or individual assignment? 

5. How long have you been working on it [this assignment]? 

6. When is it due? 

7. What [library resources] do you mostly use for this project? 

8. Are you happy with this resource(s)? 

9. What kind of information do you find there? 

10. Is this the information you expected to find there? 

11. Is it easy to work with this [resource]? 

12. What [resource] would work better? Why? 

13. How do you work with a text [highlight, copy, print]? 

14. What [tools] do you use now [for this assignment]? 
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Table 1. Partner institution statistics. 

Characteristics Barnard College Brooklyn College Pratt Institute Teachers College 

Private/Public Private Public Private Private 

Number of students 

(Fall 2012) 

 

*Integrated 

Postsecondary 

Education Data 

System (IPEDS) 

 

 

Total number of 

students: 2504  

 

Undergraduate students: 

2504  

 

Full-time students: 2466  

 

Part-time students: 38 

Total number of 

students: 16524 

 

Undergraduate students: 

13099 

 

Graduate students: 3425 

 

Full-time students: 9766 

 

Part-time students: 6758 

Total number of students: 

4881 

 

Undergraduate students: 

3266 

 

Graduate students: 1615 

 

Full-time students: 4545 

 

Part-time students: 336 

Total number of students: 

5236 

 

Graduate students: 5236 

 

Full-time students: 3201 

 

Part-time students: 2035 

Gender 

 (Fall 2012) 

 

*Integrated 

Postsecondary 

Education Data 

System (IPEDS) 

 

 

100% Female 39% Male/61% Female 32% Male/68% Female 24% Male/76% Female 
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Age, Race, 

Financial Aid 

 

*Integrated 

Postsecondary 

Education Data 

System (IPEDS) 

 

(IPEDS, n.d.-b) 

Age 24 and Under (Fall 

2012): 100% 

 

Race/Ethnicity (Fall 

2012): 

White: 61% 

Asian: 17% 

Hispanic: 10% 

Black or African 

American: 5% 

Nonresident alien: 7% 

 

Student Financial Aid 

Undergraduate Students 

(2011-2012): 

Any grant/scholarship 

aid: 47%  

Average amount: 

$32032 

 

Pell grants: 19% 

Average amount: $4481 

 

Federal student loans: 

34% 

Average amount: $5243 

Age 24 and Under 

Undergraduate (Fall 

2012): 70% 

Age 24 and Under 

Graduate (Fall 2012): 

25% 

 

Age 25 and Over 

Undergraduate (Fall 

2012): 30% 

Age 25 and Over 

Graduate (Fall 2012): 

75% 

 

Race/Ethnicity (Fall 

2012):  

White: 42% 

Asian: 15% 

Hispanic: 14% 

Black or African 

American: 24% 

Nonresident alien: 5% 

Two or more races: 1% 

 

Student Financial Aid 

Undergraduate Students 

(2011-2012): 

Any grant/scholarship 

aid: 58% 

Average amount: $6169 

 

Pell grants: 51% 

Average amount: $4277 

 

Federal student loans: 

19% 

Average amount: $6342 

Age 24 and under 

Undergraduate (Fall 

2012): 92% 

Age 24 and under 

Graduate (Fall 2012): 

26% 

 

Age 25 and over 

Undergraduate (Fall 

2012): 6% 

Age 25 and over Graduate 

(Fall 2012): 74% 

 

Race/Ethnicity (Fall 

2012): 

White: 46% 

Asian: 13% 

Hispanic: 8% 

Black or African 

American: 4% 

Nonresident alien: 22% 

Race/ethnicity unknown: 

5% 

 

Student Financial Aid 

Undergraduate Students 

(2011-2012): 

Any grant or scholarship 

aid: 80% 

Average amount: $16055 

 

Pell grants: 26% 

Average amount: $4306 

 

Federal student loans: 

50% 

Average amount: $7440 

 

 

Race/Ethnicity (Fall 

2012):  

White: 42% 

Asian: 11% 

Hispanic: 8% 

Black or African 

American: 7% 

Nonresident alien: 14% 

Race/ethnicity unknown: 

15% 

Two or more races: 2% 

Number of 

Departments 

28 

 

36 

 

 30 

 

10 

 

Types of Degrees 

Offered 

 

*Integrated 

Postsecondary 

Education Data 

System (IPEDS) 

 

(IPEDS, n.d.-a) 

Bachelor's degree Less than one year 

certificate 

 

One but less than two 

years certificate 

 

Bachelor's degree 

 

Postbaccalaureate 

certificate 

 

Master's degree 

 

Post-master's certificate 

Associate's degree 

 

Bachelor's degree 

 

Postbaccalaureate 

certificate 

 

Master's degree 

 

Post-master's certificate 

Master's degree 

 

Doctor's degree - 

research/scholarship 

 

Doctor's degree - 

professional practice 

Source(s): Barnard College, Departments and Majors, retrieved from http://barnard.edu/academics/departments; Brooklyn 

College, Academic Departments, retrieved from http://www.brooklyn.cuny.edu/web/academics/departments.php; Pratt Institute, 

Academics, retrieved from https://www.pratt.edu/academics/; Teachers College, Columbia University, Academic Departments, 

http://barnard.edu/academics/departments
http://www.brooklyn.cuny.edu/web/academics/departments.php
https://www.pratt.edu/academics/
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retrieved from http://www.tc.columbia.edu/academics/index.php; U.S. Department of Education, National Center for Education 

Statistics, Integrated Postsecondary Education Data System, Data Feedback Report 2013, Barnard College, retrieved from 

http://nces.ed.gov/ipeds/DataCenter/DfrFiles/IPEDSDFR2013_189097.pdf; U.S. Department of Education, National Center for 

Education Statistics, Integrated Postsecondary Education Data System, Data Feedback Report 2013, CUNY Brooklyn College, 

retrieved from http://nces.ed.gov/ipeds/DataCenter/DfrFiles/IPEDSDFR2013_190549.pdf; U.S. Department of Education, 

National Center for Education Statistics, Integrated Postsecondary Education Data System, Data Feedback Report 2013, Pratt 

Institute-Main, retrieved from http://nces.ed.gov/ipeds/DataCenter/DfrFiles/IPEDSDFR2013_194578.pdf; U.S. Department of 

Education, National Center for Education Statistics, Integrated Postsecondary Education Data System, Data Feedback Report 

2013, Teachers College at Columbia University, retrieved from 

http://nces.ed.gov/ipeds/DataCenter/DfrFiles/IPEDSDFR2013_196468.pdf; U.S. Department of Education, National Center for 

Education Statistics, Integrated Postsecondary Education Data System, Academic year 2012-2013, Institution Characteristics 

component, retrieved from http://nces.ed.gov/ipeds/datacenter/; U.S. Department of Education, National Center for Education 

Statistics, Integrated Postsecondary Education Data System, Spring 2013, Fall Enrollment component, retrieved from 

http://nces.ed.gov/ipeds/datacenter/. 

 

Table 2. Demographic characteristics of interviewed students. 

Institution/ID Gender Major 

Humanities, Arts and Social 

Sciences (HASS) 

or Sciences, Engineering, Industry 

and Technology (SEIT) programs 

Academic 

Year/Rank 

TC1 M SEIT Second Year, 

Graduate 

TC2 M HASS PhD 

BC1 M SEIT Senior, Bachelor 

BC2 F HASS Junior, Bachelor 

Pratt 1 F HASS First Year, 

Graduate  

Pratt 2 M HASS First Year, Bachelor 

Barnard1 F SEIT Senior,Bachelor 

Barnard 2 F HASS Junior, Bachelor 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

http://www.tc.columbia.edu/academics/index.php
http://nces.ed.gov/ipeds/DataCenter/DfrFiles/IPEDSDFR2013_189097.pdf
http://nces.ed.gov/ipeds/DataCenter/DfrFiles/IPEDSDFR2013_190549.pdf
http://nces.ed.gov/ipeds/DataCenter/DfrFiles/IPEDSDFR2013_194578.pdf
http://nces.ed.gov/ipeds/DataCenter/DfrFiles/IPEDSDFR2013_196468.pdf
http://nces.ed.gov/ipeds/datacenter/
http://nces.ed.gov/ipeds/datacenter/
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Table 3. Frequencies of observed behavior and devices per library. 

Academic Behaviors Barnard College Brooklyn College Pratt Institute 
Teachers 

College 
Totals 

Writing/ note-taking 6 (27.3%) 19 (34.6%) 1 (7.1%) 1 (10.0%) 27 

Reading 3 (13.6%) 13 (23.6%) 3 (21.4%) 5 (50.0%) 24 

Annotating/ 

highlighting 
8 (36.4%) 6 (10.9%) - - 14 

Flipping 2 (9.1%) 10 (18.2%) 1 (7.1%) - 13 

Other 

Working with or 

comparing 

multiple 

documents (3) 

(13.6%) 

Working with or 

comparing 

multiple 

documents (7) 

(12.7%) 

Working with or 

comparing multiple 

documents (3) (21.4%); 

Drawing (6) (42.9%) 

Working with or 

comparing 

multiple 

documents (4) 

(40.0%) 

23 

Total 22 55 14 10 101 

      Tools Barnard College Brooklyn College Pratt Institute 
Teachers 

College 
Total 

Laptop 5 (17.9%) 2 (4.9%) 12 (23.1%) 8 (24.2%) 27 

Phone 4 (14.3%) 10 (24.4%) 6 (11.5%) 5 (15.2%) 25 

Notebook 4 (14.3%) 6 (14.6%) 15 (28.8%) - 25 

Desktop 6 (21.4%) 5 (12.2%) - 12 (36.4%) 23 

Printed document 6 (21.4%) 6 (14.6%) 3 (5.8%) 1 (3%) 16 

Monograph 1 (3.6%) 3 (7.3%) 9 (17.3%) 2 (6.1%) 15 

Textbook 2 (7.1%) 5 (12.2%) 1 (1.9%) 5 (15.2%) 13 

Tablet - 3 (7.3%) 2 (3.8%) - 5 

Other - 
Calculator (1) 

(2.4%) 

Drawing pad/ materials 

(4) (7.7%) 
- 5 

Total 28 41 52 33 154 

      Types of interactions 

with tools 
Barnard College Brooklyn College Pratt Institute 

Teachers 

College 
Totals 

Typing 5 (35.7%) 4 (19.0%) 4 (40.0%) 4 (40.0%) 17 

Scrolling 4 (28.6%) 5 (23.8%) 3 (30.0%) 2 (20.0%) 14 

Looking 2 (14.3%) 3 (14.3%) 2 (20.0%) 1 (10.0%) 8 

Reading 2 (14.3%) 4 (19.0%) 1 (10.0%) 1 (10.0%) 8 

Tabbing 1 (7.1%) 3 (14.3%) - 1 (10.0%) 5 

Other - 

Watching video (1) 

(4.8%); Taking 

pictures of book w/ 

phone (1) (4.8%) 

- 
Watching video 

(1) (10.0%) 

Watching 

video (2); 

Taking 

pictures 

of book 

w/ phone 

(1) 

Total 14 21 10 10 55 

      Non-academic 

behaviors 
Barnard College Brooklyn College Pratt Institute 

Teachers 

College 
Totals 

Talking 1 (20%) - 8 (53.3%) 4 (44.4%) 13 

Eating/drinking 2 (40.0%) 3 (37.5%) 2 (13.3%) 5 (55.6%) 12 

Headphones 1 (20.0%) 1 (12.5%) 4 (26.7%) - 6 

Staring 1 (20.0%) 3 (37.5%) 1 (6.7%) - 5 
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Sleeping - 1 (12.5%) - - 1 

Total 5 8 15 9 37 
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