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int roduc t i o n

Universities are having to innovate in order
to meet student expectations, and campus
libraries play a central role. Librarians have
been at the forefront of re-imagining libraries
as active learning spaces—not just to
accommodate the shift to digital media, but
to create formal, informal, and social
learning spaces that can be used for multiple
purposes. The new academic library model
supports student collaboration, learning and
discovery, and social interaction.1
In part, changes in university library design
are being driven by huge advances in
technology itself, but also its impact on
learning experiences and the way students
want to work. Faculty and students put new
demands on their campus library as they
expand their learning activities and prepare
for future careers. In both school and work,
the way work gets done has shifted to
include collaboration and peer-to-peer
learning. Academic libraries are creating new
kinds of work and study spaces to support
these changes in addition to retaining their
role as the research center of the university.
As these libraries continue to evolve, they
will gradually emerge as Library 4.0 where
the barrier between print and digital begins
to disappear.

As these drivers create massive technology
adoption by global businesses, education
and government, it has resulted in new
flexibility for work, such as teleconferencing,
telecommuting, and coworking spaces
catering to diverse companies and their
employees.

85 % of jobs that will exist in

2030 have not yet been invented3

83 % of employers look for

problem solving and teamwork
skills when hiring4

t he ev ol u t i o n o f w o r k

The World Economic Forum reports in The
Future of Jobs Report that the primary driver
of change in global business is the “evolution
of flexible working environments.” Most
companies now use teams of employees to
accomplish work tasks. Collaborative work is
flexible by nature, and new working
environments have been made possible by:
Artificial intelligence
Ubiquitous high-speed mobile
internet
Cloud technology
Widespread adoption of big data
analytics2
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50 % of today’s jobs will be
automated by 20305

Universities are aware of these trends
because part of their core mission is to
graduate students ready for professional
careers. These changes are reflected in both
the design and purpose of university
libraries.
r e thin kin g ro l e s a n d s pa ces

An academic paper released by the Council
on Library and Information Resources notes
that despite the shift to digital learning,
library usage has expanded significantly and
reflects its increasing importance for
teaching, learning, and research in the digital
age. No other campus building so clearly
reflects the heart of the college or university.
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Changing spaces in the library reflect the
changing nature of libraries and the changing
role of librarians. At the same time that print
circulation is in significant decline, library
usage has expanded. For example, “Snell
Library at Northeastern University now
receives well over two million visits a
year—as retreats for focused study and
dynamic collaborations, and as sites of an
ever wider array of activities and forms of
knowledge creation and expression,
including, but also well beyond, the printed
word.”6
As methods and sources of research and
scholarship shift to include more digital
media, academic libraries must learn how to
support new fields, such as data science and
biotechnology, and accommodate space for
greater collaboration. Libraries need flexible
spaces that can transition from quiet,
independent activities to spaces that can
accommodate small or large groups.
Librarians are also allocating an increasing
amount of space for classrooms, commons
areas, and specialized work spaces that
accommodate the changing needs of today’s
students.
As an extension of the classroom, the library
needs to support new pedagogies that
include collaborative and interactive learning
modalities. “The library is the only
centralized location where new and
emerging information technologies can be
combined with traditional knowledge
resources in a user-focused, service-rich
environment that supports today’s social and
educational patterns of learning, teaching,
and research.”7
This description of a hybrid library, print and
digital, is adequate for today’s academic libraries. However there is a theory that Library 4.0 will
emerge at the point where physical and digital starts to break down. For example, using artificial
intelligence to work with a library user by analyzing information independently. Research
indicates that keywords to describe Library 4.0 include: intelligent, makerspace, context-aware
technology, open sources, big data, cloud service, augmented reality, and state-of-the-art
display.8
H ow Pur p o s e D r i v e s D e s i gn

Libraries are also evolving into “third spaces.” This is the idea that there is a space that is not
home (first space), or work/school (second space), but is a social environment where people
gather. Examples would be coffee shops, churches, bookstores, parks, or libraries. The third space
6
7
8

Retrieved from https://www.theatlantic.com/ideas/archive/2019/05/college-students-arent-checking-out-books/590305/
Retrieved from https://www.clir.org/wp-content/uploads/sites/6/pub129.pdf
Retrieved from https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/abs/pii/S0099133315001780

3

concept applies equally to all
kinds of libraries and is an
outgrowth of the need to
support greater collaboration
and independent studies for
all students.
Research demonstrates that
space affects mood and
behavior. Professionals such
as architects, interior
designers, psychologists, and
neuroscientists have
considered how physical
environments impact the way
we learn, think, feel, and act.9
To elevate how students and
educators feel about the
library, architects and
designers encourage the
creation of environments that
evoke an emotional
connection. “Community
developers have found that
social ties are the best
predictor of strong place
attachment.” From their
research they determined
that “space” becomes “place”
when it becomes more than
useful; it evokes personal and
social significance.
9

Using movable furniture
allows libraries to maximize
space in different
configurations to respond to
student needs. Although this
flexibility serves today’s
needs, it also makes way for
future demands. For example,
putting casters on stacks in
order to move them into new
arrangements and locking
them in place. Providing soft
seating for extended reading.
Some furniture can be
stackable. Tables can be
multi-use and modular to
connect together into larger
tables—some with
whiteboards embedded in the
tabletops. Outfitting the
library with multifunctional
furniture provides students
and faculty with the greatest
flexibility now and into the
future.
The configuration of the
furniture affects the way
people engage with one
another and the manner in
which topics are discussed.10
Brian Matthews and Leigh
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Ann Soistmann note that the
configuration of furniture
affects how people engage
each other. “There is a big
difference between sharing
information and shaping it
together. Our job, then is to
think about the wide array of
interactions (behaviors) that
we want to support and then
to develop spaces that
encourage these outcomes.”
Academic libraries are also
becoming hubs for specialty
spaces that used to be in
various locations on campus.
Putting them together in the
library has multiple
advantages for students.
Tutoring and writing centers,
group study and presentation
rooms, technology hubs to
support video conferencing
or radio/podcast facilities,
along with lounges for
students and faculty
consolidate far-flung student
support services and extend
the capacity of the library as
the learning hub on campus.11

Desig n f o r En v i r o n m e n t al
Sus t a inabi li t y

Not only can “going green” be a cost savings
strategy, it can also help with college
recruiting. Students like to see that their
university is interested in the issues they
care about, including sustainability. “Areas
where sustainability can have immediately
apparent impacts on library design include
recycled, renewable, and sustainable
materials, renewable energy…rainwater
harvesting cisterns, efficient plumbing
fixtures, daylighting systems, and natural
ventilation.”12
The majority of the space needs to adapt to
various uses. In addition to promoting
learning, academic libraries also support the
social dimensions of information and
learning by creating welcoming spaces for
social interaction and intellectual discourse.
As technology and libraries evolve, we may
even see completely paperless reading areas,
touchscreen information kiosks, and robotic
assistants as guides.13
Fut ur e Re ad y L i br ar i e s

Campus libraries will no longer just be places
where content is collected and mediated, but
will instead be recognized as a place where
institutionally-created content is curated.14

12

These libraries are also one of the major
social hubs on campus—a place to hang out,
study, meet friends, or do group work. One
of the most powerful attractions of a good
library is the “unique pleasure of being alone
in a quiet place, while simultaneously being
in a public place associated with
scholarship.”15
What should libraries provide?
24 hour access with critical services
and tech support
Place to collaborate with other
students—create, analyze data,
produce a presentation
Sense of place and social connection‚
welcoming spaces designed for social
interaction and intellectual discourse
Added value to the academic
experience of students and faculty
Flexible spaces to create new ways of
researching and synthesizing
information from personal endeavors
to group study.16

Retrieved from https://www.bdcnetwork.com/12-major-trends-library-design
Retrieved from https://www.wiley.com/network/librarians/library-impact/how-technology-is-changing-the-future-of-libraries
Retrieved from https://www.wiley.com/network/librarians/library-impact/what-will-libraries-of-the-future-look-like
15
Retrieved from https://www.clir.org/wp-content/uploads/sites/6/pub129.pdf
16
Ibid.
13

14

5

University libraries are usually the largest
learning environment on campus where
faculty see the library as an extension of the
classroom and where students can engage in
collaborative learning to refine their critical
thinking abilities. Students may also see the
library as an extension of the classroom,
where they can work with other students to
explore and analyze information in order to
produce a presentation as the culmination of
their work together. “Therefore the library
needs “technology-infused group study
rooms and project development spaces.”
(Bennet, et. al., 2005).
Much like the shared workspaces for
business start-ups, librarians are creating
working group rooms equipped with
interactive white boards, clusters of
computers/printers, network connections,
and different configurations of tables and
chairs that you would find in current work
environments. Some libraries have even
added coffee bars and cafes. These services
support both the educational and social
goals of university students as opportunities
to meet and socialize, making time spent in
the library more pleasant.

For college students, the social aspects of
being in the library are important to
connecting with fellow students. Even the
traditional reading room is making a
comeback as a place to be seen while
working alone. Students appreciate the
social aspects of being alone where
interacting with others is an option but not a
requirement. Enhancing seating with
comfortable couches, chairs, and pillows
accommodate long stretches of reading or
conversation.
“We have to keep in mind that our efforts
are not just about form, function, and
efficiency,” say Matthews and Soistmann.
“Our decisions have a direct impact on the
cognitive growth and well-being of our
communities.”
Matthews and Soistmann believe that
changing the environment influences
people’s behaviors. “We view library
buildings in the same manner: It is all
programmable space. We can move book
stacks, computers, or study carrels and
arrange them differently. We can introduce
temporary features such as exhibits,
installations, or events. We can optimize
certain areas depending on how they are
framed and where they are located
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throughout our buildings. We can alter
experience (and behaviors) by altering the
environment.”

author bios

Conc l us i o n

It is clear that college and university libraries
are evolving to expand their support for the
ways that students and faculty interact on
campus in addition to the more traditional
role of being the university’s central research
hub. Whether it is reconfiguring current
space to support additional technology,
putting some of the print collection in
storage in order to make way for more digital
media, or replacing furniture with more
flexible, multipurpose options, it is clear that
academic libraries are committed to
understanding the needs of today’s students
while planning for the future. By serving as a
learning environment, research center, and
social hub, these libraries are increasing, not
decreasing, their relevance to preparing
students to take their place in the world after
graduation.
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