Learning

Rethinking the Library for a New Generation of Learners

Today’s students learn in new ways, but many libraries remain unchanged. Steelcase
Learning explores how design helps library spaces evolve with education.

@ Read 10 minutes

Across campuses, how students use libraries is rapidly changing. Once solemn spaces for solitary study,
they now pulse with the rhythm of group projects, tutoring sessions and community gatherings. Yet
many institutions find their physical environments still stuck in the past, built for a world of books but
not bandwidth.

Campus leaders increasingly recognize that their libraries no longer align with how students actually
learn. Even as technology and pedagogy evolve, floorplans remain frozen: too static, too silent, too
separate from student life. Students arrive with devices in hand and collaboration on their minds, but
often struggle to find spaces that support both focus and connection.

“Students told us they love their libraries,” says Andrew Kim, Steelcase WorkSpace Futures director of
research and innovation. “But many said the spaces don’t always meet their needs. We set out to
understand why and how the design of the built environment could help.”

Kim leads the education research team at Steelcase Learning, which conducted ongoing research to
explore how libraries can better serve today’s learners, faculty and library staff. The research indicates
that libraries, once seen primarily as archives of knowledge, are evolving into dynamic environments
that foster wellbeing, collaboration and discovery.

The Pressure to Change

In higher education, the library has long been the intellectual center of campus life. But as learning
shifts toward project-based work, interdisciplinary study and hybrid formats, that role is under strain.
Students now arrive with access to limitless digital information, yet they crave something far more
human: a place that supports connection, creativity and community.

“Libraries are being asked to do more within the same walls,” Kim says. “They need to flex between
being a study hall, social hub, innovation lab and wellness space, sometimes all in one day.”

This shift is not simply aesthetic. It is existential. Universities are discovering that outdated, underused
libraries signal a deeper challenge: how to design environments that engage today’s learners and
prepare them for the rapidly changing world ahead.

A Tech Hub within the library gives students easy access to resources and tech-enabled problem-solving.
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Montara650 Round Work Table, Viccarbe Season Pouf, Viccarbe Season Chair, Steelcase Campfire Big Table, Coalesse Enea Stool, Steelcase
Flex Team Cart, Steelcase WorkValet, Steelcase Flex Markerboards
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ABOUT OUR RESEARCH

Steelcase Learning’s library research combined qualitative and observational research to uncover
how patrons experience today’s libraries.

Research at a Glance:

101 student survey responses

19 student photo diary missions

700 photographs

8 librarians participated in roundtable discussion
20+ in-depth interviews

50+ hours of on-site observation

7 library locations

4 focus groups — students, staff and library partners

Understanding Today’s Learners

To uncover what libraries must become, the Steelcase Learning research team visited campuses across
the country, observing how students, faculty and librarians use their spaces every day. What they found
revealed a growing set of tensions shaping higher education:

e Libraries built for silence now host collaboration.

e Spaces designed for a steady state of study must now support a continuously changing range of
learning behaviors.

¢ The need for individual focus must coexist with community, creativity and belonging.

Steelcase Learning’s research revealed how these tensions play out across campuses and design
principles to help institutions adapt. At a time when universities must demonstrate the value of in-
person learning, the library represents an unmatched opportunity to reinforce campus identity. It is the
rare space that serves every user: first-year undergraduates, graduate researchers, faculty, staff and
alumni.

When well-designed, the library becomes more than an amenity. It becomes an ecosystem that
encourages lifelong learning, builds social connections and promotes wellbeing. “The library is the heart
of campus,” Kim says. “If we want to reenergize learning communities, we need to start by reimagining
the spaces within that heart.”

From Dated to Dynamic

At Archbishop Spalding High School in Maryland, this evolution is already underway. Built in the 1960s,
the school’s library had become a relic: dim, static and largely empty. Working with Steelcase Learning
and local architects, the school reimagined it as a flexible learning commons filled with natural light,
modular furniture and biophilic finishes.
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“It's now a space where students feel welcomed, comfortable and relaxed,” says school president Brian
Kohler. “Students are there from the start of our school day at 7:50 in the morning until 7:50 at night.”

The transformation reflects what Steelcase researchers heard nationwide. When students feel ownership
and belonging in a space, they are more motivated to engage and spend time there.

As the boundaries between physical and digital learning blur, the library remains one of the few
enduring symbols of shared intellectual life. To remain relevant, it must evolve, balancing tradition and
innovation, solitude and collaboration, and analog and digital.

The next generation of learners is not asking for more space. They are asking for better space: spaces
that adapt, include and inspire.

Learn more about the research, along with examples of how leading campuses are applying the
insights to create next-generation learning environments.
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