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Graduate Conversations: Assessing the Space Needs of Graduate Students

Abstract: This article discusses the preferences, habits, and needs of graduate students as they relate to
spaces for research and study. The findings are based on a large-scale ethnographic study of graduate
students at Florida State University conducted between 2010 and 2013. Using a variety of ethnographic
methods, researchers found that graduate students have diverse needs and unequal access to
appropriate spaces and resources to meet those needs. Libraries can help fill the gaps left by home and
academic departments by providing a range of spaces offering different noise levels, resources, and
other amenities.

Word count: 5,546
Introduction

Between 2010 and 2013 Florida State University Libraries (FSUL) conducted a study to broaden its
understanding of graduate students’ academic work behaviors and needs. Recognizing that graduate
students have different roles and responsibilities from undergraduate students, FSUL librarians wanted
to ensure that they were providing the spaces, services, and resources graduate students need to be
successful. Using ethnographic methods allowed the librarians to gain a more complete understanding
of graduate students’ lives, allowing them to see better all the factors that can contribute to or impede
graduate student success. This analysis explores the implications of graduate students’ preferences,
behaviors, and needs for spaces to research and study because space related issues were frequently
discussed in the study and are a topic of key importance for libraries.

Background

Florida State University (FSU) is a Carnegie RU/HV (Research 1) institution offering degrees in 76
doctoral, 115 masters, 23 specialists, and two professional programs. In fall 2012, there were 8,155
graduate and professional students enrolled, accounting for approximately 20% of the total student
population.?

In 2006, FSUL reorganized its Public Services division to focus on serving the needs of different user
populations. The Scholars Commons became a department with services and spaces designed to cater to
the needs of graduate students and faculty. The lower floor of the seven-floor main library was
renovated in 2008 to include some dedicated quiet study spaces, group spaces, conference rooms, and a
computer lab for these scholars so that they would not have to compete with the large undergraduate
population for library space.?

In 2010, library administration charged a newly formed assessment department with conducting an
ethnographic study of the graduate student population. Earlier assessment efforts included limited
interviews with graduate students and data from LibQUAL+ and internal surveys, but this study would
be more comprehensive in scope. Librarians sought to determine whether the services, resources, and
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spaces the Libraries provided to graduate students effectively aligned with and supported their
academic preferences, needs, and behaviors.

Review of Selected Literature

While large ethnographic studies have been conducted in libraries since the landmark Rochester study,?
few of these studies have adopted a holistic, multi-method approach to studying graduate student
populations.* Most studies of graduate students have focused on specific themes, such as their research
needs, how they use the library, how to design a better library website, or how to build a more
attractive institutional repository.®

It is difficult to summarize graduate student behaviors and needs. Covert-Vail and Collard identified
graduate students as a "heterogeneous" group.® The differences within the graduate student population
stem from demography, age and life stage, or program of study. Students’ needs and behaviors change
significantly over the course of their graduate school careers. Researchers find that master's students
have different needs from doctoral students; furthermore the needs of students taking courses differ
from those of students working on a thesis or dissertation.” Graduate students can find it especially
difficult to find a work-life balance because they find themselves filling multiple roles, such as spouse,
parent, student, teacher, employee, researcher, etc.® Combined with these factors, even small barriers
can become significant challenges.’ For example, students may forgo learning how to use citation
management software, which might save them time in the long run because even the short-term time
investment to learn the program appears too time consuming.*®

Graduate students need flexible space to support their long and varied working hours, as well as space
to accommodate different types of work, such as group or individual work.!* As the intensity of their
research increases, so too does their need for space. According to Covert-Vail and Collard, "higher
demands for synthesis of disparate resources, combined with technology-integrated working styles
(laptops, tablets, etc.), means that the amount of space needed per graduate user is higher than it is for
less research-intensive users."'? Storage is also part of the large footprint for graduate students and a
key component as they continue to prefer print formats and tend to compile large collections of print
and online research materials.'?

Graduate students also pay attention to the atmosphere of a space and their surroundings. They desire
a welcoming space with comfortable seating.’* Noise level is also an important consideration.' Hunter
and Cox found evidence regarding students’ tolerance for noise and distractions: “The extent to which
stimuli impact on students’ studies varies greatly. Whilst some students find a stimuli engaging, others

find the same stimuli overwhelming.”®

Several studies have found that graduate students consider the library an important place for their
school work.'” For example, in a Boston University report, an overwhelming majority of graduate
students considered quiet individual space and group work space in the library important.'® One
commonly noted barrier to using the library is limited operating hours.*®
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Graduate student life revolves heavily around their departments, and the spaces available in the
departments can have a significant effect on how and where graduate students work. In a study of
graduate students at Oregon State University, Rempel, Hussong-Christian, and Mellinger found
widespread differences in departmental resources and spaces, describing some departments as “the
haves” and others as “the have nots.”?° In their research on ARL libraries, Covert-Vail and Collard found
"inequality among graduate students" within a department such as between masters and doctoral
students. Furthermore, they determined that "library as place" tends to be more important for masters
students who "tend to be more itinerant, more likely to have a job, to have families, and to be
international students than their doctoral counterparts." 2 A lack of departmental resources and spaces
even among doctoral programs can lead to "great[er] reliance on the library” to meet those needs.?

Other places beyond home and the department also play an important role in graduate student life.
Places like coffee shops, campus research centers, and libraries have been identified as "third spaces"
where students can both work and interact with different groups of people.? These third spaces can
help graduate students, who very often work independently, feel a sense of community with other
serious-minded people working individually but in a similar fashion.?*

Methodology

The study of academic work behaviors and needs of graduate students at FSU began in 2010.
Recognizing that there is diversity among graduate students and their academic disciplines and schools,
this study’s researchers photographed, observed, and questioned students in areas where they
congregate in order to gather information to guide library decision-making. These methods sought to
answer the overarching question, “What are the academic work behavior patterns and needs of FSU
graduate students?”

This study differs from other graduate ethnographies conducted by libraries in three respects: the use of
more comprehensive and varied data-gathering techniques; a population-focused approach that
included graduate students who may or may not currently use the libraries; and a holistic view of
graduate students’ lives. The number and types of methods used in this project more closely resemble
those used to consider undergraduate study habits in Studying Students and Project ERIAL.%

This is the largest ethnographic study of graduate students undertaken by an academic library both in
terms of sample size and methods. Graduate student subjects came from humanities and social sciences
disciplines.?® The FSU study was conducted in two phases. Unlike other ethnographic studies done in
libraries, subjects in the first phase of the study were not told that the researchers were from the
libraries. This was done to gain a more authentic view of their academic work behaviors and needs, as
well as to avoid auspices bias in their responses.?”’

Phase | of this study employed a 23-item survey, interviews, focus groups, photo diaries, charrettes
(design drawings) of ideal spaces, and freeze frames (impromptu photos of graduate students at work)
to illustrate how graduate students engage in research and study.?® Researchers went to places where
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Phase Two Focus Focus Groups were conducted in the library with | 28
Groups library-specific questions; subjects knew
interviewers were library staff; topics were
about spaces and library support services.
Quantitative Method Description
Academic Work 23-question survey emailed to entire campus, 1029
Behaviors & Needs questions focused on demographics, what work | graduate
Survey environments and behaviors led to success and student
distractions. respondents
Total 1159
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Figure 1

Freeze frame photograph showing a PhD student working in a shared office space along the side of a
hallway that houses departmental materials.
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Figure 2

Freeze frame photograph showing a more spacious graduate student office.
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Figure 3

Charrette drawing of ideal work space as a single multi-purpose room.
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Figure 4

Charrette drawing of ideal work space as a suite of rooms dedicated to specific functions.
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Figure 5

Freeze frame photograph showing a masters student working in department computer lab.
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Figure 6

Photo diary photograph showing a laptop by a sofa as “favorite place to study and/or conduct research.”
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