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Scott Library, York University



Exploring Library as Place

Master’s in Environmental Studies (MES)
• public space theory 

– urban planning / urban studies
– environment-behaviour studies

• environmental psychology
– sociology / social theory
– social anthropology
– phenomenological psychology



Exploring Library as Place

Major Research Paper (MRP)
• successful public space:

– democratic
– responsive
– meaningful

• MRP methods
– library users’ memorable experiences (writing)
– interviews with library users
– observational seating sweeps



Scott Library Observations: 
Ethnic Origin
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* summary derived from  YorkU administrative survey
** data collectors’ assessment of predominant ethnic origin



Scott Library Observations: Activities

0.0% 5.0% 10.0% 15.0% 20.0% 25.0% 30.0% 35.0%

flirting
eating

photocopying
interacting with staff

waiting in line
library database

web searching
reading - leisure paper

library catalogue/website
sleeping

just watching/sitting
writing - email

reading - leisure cmptr
using cell phone

viewing media (e.g., video games, TV)
social networking (e.g., Facebook)

writing - academic computer
writing - paper

reading - academic computer
talking 

reading - academic paper

Most Common Activities as % of All Activities



Scott Library Observations: Possessions
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Course Kit, Textbook, etc. (59.10%)

Laptop (41.50%)

Drink (29.90%)

Paper Library Materials (7.40%) 

Food (7.00%)

Visible Possessions as % of All Possessions



Paper-Based Library Materials 
(books/bound periodicals)

“It never really crossed my mind that I could sit down at the library and 
do the readings… I never felt like that it was an option for me. I don’t 
know… I never thought about it. To actually just sit down and do it… 

I was just like, here are the books, let’s go.”

“We just kind of go and use our notes from the classroom. Like if one of 
my friends has to write a paper or something, we’ll pick up library 

materials and go.”

“If it looked like it was really, really related and worth it I would come 
here and check it out and photocopy it or whatever and then I would 

take it home and read it.”

“… I’ve really just gone in, grabbed stuff and left.”



Interview Participants
Status
• 2 jr. undergrad 1-2yr 
• 5 sr. undergrad 3-5yr 
• 6 graduate, masters  
• 3 other (diploma, alumni, post-doc) 

Cultural Group Responses
• Middle Eastern
• French-Canadian
• Canadian
• Canadian-Italian
• White
• Bangladeshi
• African

Gender: 10 female, 6 male

Area of Study: 
• 7 social sciences
• 5 applied programs
• 2 humanities
• 2 science and engineering



24, 50%

11, 22%

7, 14%

5, 10%
2, 4%

Memorable Library Experiences

Social Interaction

Negative Stress

Solitary Use / Study

Refuge

Positive Interaction 
With Library Staff 



24, 50%

11, 22%

7, 14%

5, 10%
2, 4%

Memorable Library Experiences

Social Interaction (3)
“Sitting on the balconies at the library and 
studying with my friends.”

“A girl, whom I've never met, sitting beside me 
left and came back 10min later with 2 coffee's 
and offered me one.”

Negative Stress 
(10)
“Spending 20 minutes trying to 
find a place to study.”

“Trying to find books.”

“Disrupted from studying because 
too many people converse in the 
library.”

“Have been asked to dispose of 
my coffee at least 20 times this 
year. ”

“The library washrooms and their 
statement on the future.”

“Trying to print a paper.”

Solitary Use / Study  (1)
“Just the plain library story of going to the library 
to study as soon as it opens then moving to 
every location, floor, study carrel possible until 
the library closes.”

“Aristotle on the balcony.”

Refuge (1)
“Have fallen asleep on the 
library couches.”

Positive Interaction 
With Library Staff (1)
“…asked the man at the circulation 
desk where the hard copies of the 
journal were kept. He took me there, 
and also explained that since York did 
not have a medical school, purchasing 
the e-resource was too expensive. So I 
learned something new, and at the 
same time, got a photocopy of the 
article I needed.”



What if we closed the library?
“Close it? No… the library is a good place to study, especially… some 

people live at home, you know, they got brothers and sisters that are 
so annoying, like me for example.”

“I wouldn’t have any place to study. I wouldn’t get any work done. I 
come here to study…. I know tons of commuters who are like, ‘I just 
spent twelve hours in the library.’ I mean, they probably talked for six 

of them… it’s helping guys pick up [girls] because they can’t get 
phone numbers in class. There’s also the fact that every now and 

then you find the environment stimulating...”

“That would be awful… It’s somewhere you can sort of be on your own 
in a social atmosphere and be working… it’s just like, a community 
atmosphere that I like. And knowing that everyone else is studying 

too, it helps me concentrate. It’s sort of like… a little sanctuary.”

“I have a habit of studying at home, maybe I would be ok.”



“I find that if you’re in a big room full of people and most of them are studying, it 
makes you study too. Sort of like keeps you focused. And like I don’t want to 

be seen like… I’m not going to sit there and scroll through Facebook or 
whatever if I’m in a big room full of people that are studying… So that’s also 
why I go there – because it really helps me focus and that’s why I come to 

the library in the first place.” 

“I personally like the individual, enclosed rooms… it feels like I have my own 
space even though it’s within the bigger space of the library. You feel like 

this is somewhere you can drop all your guard down and just be yourself… 
[In the library carrels] you have some privacy but again it’s just sitting down 

and doing work whereas I need to be able to engage with the work on 
different levels, I have to stand and walk around to do that kind of thing.” 

Differentiated Study Areas





Responsive Space: 
Atrium Balconies

“I like [the balconies]. It’s like you can still study and you can still 
socialize at the same time. I find that you get a lot of work done but it 

doesn’t feel like you’re doing a lot of work… I was comfortable up 
there, you’re open, I guess you can’t really describe it though, it just 

kind of felt good.”

“[It’s different from other study sessions] cause we were more open and 
able to talk whereas most times I study with a friend we just sit there 

and study and that’s it… I like the balcony because it’s just quiet 
enough… I don’t like it when it’s dead silent. Cause that makes me 

nervous.”





Place Attachment in the CPRR 
– or whatever it’s called

“I absolutely love that room, there, the lounge, whatever it is… they 
have those low walls… where the seats are… that gives you the feel 

of having cubicles to yourself and I love that… you have a lot of 
large space where you can sit and kind of stay by the windows… 

they’re still open enough where you don’t feel suffocated but there’s 
a nice table beside you, the wall behind you, so the sound is kind of 

like blocked out and they’re comfortable chairs.”

“I wouldn’t even know it’s for periodicals – it’s a reading room. I didn’t 
even know that it has current periodicals… I didn’t even know that! 

And you know what, actually, from sitting in there and reading 
myself, it’s annoying when people are looking for their periodicals or 

books or whatever it is… and so I want to say, ‘Stop rattling your 
newspapers!’ Cause I’m reading and why are they in there with a 

newspaper, you know?”



Grad Student Reading Room

“The grad section - that’s the only place I’d go pretty much… someone 
mentioned it in one of my classes… and then someone else in class 
said, ‘Shhh! Don’t tell them because then everyone will go there.’ I 
added that on to the [faculty’s graduate student association] web 
site… It got hacked and I had to redo it and the section is gone 

now.”

“It’s nice, because I see a lot of people I know, I can catch up with 
friends, I can talk with people in my class, find out what they’re up 
to, if there’s questions about readings, it’s sort of like a social area 
for me and it’s quiet… I can just bring a coffee and sort of plough 

into my work and I get a lot of work done there than I do at home or 
anywhere else. And I meet friends there, too. It’s nice – to have 

social aspects mixed with academic time.”





Library as Social Space
“In first year I didn’t really know anybody and so when I had a three 

hour break… I was like, ‘I’ll just go sit in the library.’ I remember last 
year I had a seven hour break so… I would study for a few hours 

and come and socialize for another like whatever and if I need to go 
back, I would go back to the library. I find it’s a spot where you can 
always… I guess you’re always welcome and there’s always spots 

for you.”

“I noticed a few days ago… a girl was sitting beside another girl and 
she looked over and she was just like, ‘you’re in my whatever class’ 
and she was like, ‘yeah’ and she was all, ‘well, could you help me 
with something?’ And then, so, for like the last hour they just sat 
there discussing for the next exam that they had together and so 

they were just feeding information off of one another, total strangers, 
they had just met that day and completely like learning off one 

another and giving each other information.”



Role of the Library
“When there was in-between time, I would just come here... And also, I 

use the library to meet people. Cause everyone knows where it is. 
And so, if I’m meeting someone for lunch or if I’m selling or buying a 

book, I just say, ‘Meet me at Scott or the Library’.” 

“We live in that residence with no common space... there’s not even a 
TV room where people can mix... the student centre is just another 

place I feel could have been a really good common space but it’s so 
commercialized... York Lanes... it’s another great common space 

but again it’s just too commercialized.” 

“I think that the library - even a university library - offers much more 
than just a place to get the stuff you need… It’s a place where you 
don’t have to pay anything, you don’t have to have any economic 

status to be able to get the information and you can come here and 
do your own studying on a personal level.”



Recommendations

• Recognize the primary role of the physical 
library as a place for learning and 
engagement.

• Support student-generated spaces 
conducive to learning and engagement.

• Help create responsive spaces by 
recognizing place as a dynamic and 
emergent phenomenon.



Assumptions



Assumptions



Assumptions



Thank you for listening.
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