
W
hen children tilt back in chairs they are fre-
quently reprimanded and sometimes dis-
ciplined. When two youth share a library 
chair they may receive a negative reaction 
from a librarian. When youth slouch, put 

their feet up on furniture, sit on a ledge or edge of a table, or  
rearrange furniture, they risk disapproval from authorities—
though it’s hard to imagine them similarly chiding grown-ups who 
find conventional seating postures overly constraining. 

While libraries demonstrate concern for safety, furniture, and 
propriety with these reactions, they are also instituting policy and 
power over young bodies. Yet, anecdotes aside, there is no em-
pirical research supporting such policies. Neither is there research 
questioning why, decade after decade, young bodies continue 
to impulsively push back into a more active tilt mode, gravitate 
toward sharing seats, or why they try to rearrange furniture. Per-
haps libraries have something to learn here.

As libraries historically have marginalized young adult (YA) 
spatial needs, young people continue to be enticed into more 
accommodating and predominantly private virtual “spaces.” 
Further, the rapid increase in nontraditional educational environ-
ments and spaces such as continuation schools (frequently one 

room environments), home schooling, “flipped classrooms,” and 
increasingly online learning arrangements also pose keen compe-
tition for libraries wishing to attract young users into the public 
realm. 

Conversely, libraries as public spaces represent a unique civic 
experience for young people. Although commercial interests 
(hardware and software firms, for instance) continually attempt 
to intensify their profiles, public libraries remain fee-free and 
essentially commercial-free environments. They facilitate rare 
spaces for intellectual exploration and offer a range of activities 
and opportunities to access rich and well-organized information 
resources. They provide connections to professionals trained to 
help them access information, allow for observation and inter-
action within the entire age-integrated community, and thus fa-
cilitate development of social capital. In the face of the culture’s 
increasingly privatized public experience,1 they offer youth from 
poorer material circumstances access to well-maintained environ-
ments increasingly inaccessible to marginalized young people.2 
The library’s physical plant thus represents valuable and unique 
spatial capital for youth, most especially for urban youth.3

Yet for all these potential benefits, and by continuing a prac-
tice of privileging space for materials over youth-preferred social 
experience, library and information science (LIS) professionals re-
main reluctant to research and value space itself as a resource for 
youth: to take into account YA-specific spatial needs and to better 
exploit the opportunities inherent in existing library spaces. More 
pointedly, in asking what YAs thought about public libraries, Viv-
ian Howard’s 2011 study of 267 young adults confirmed what LIS 
researchers have heard for decades: “Teens were quite outspoken 
in their feeling that the library currently failed to offer them a wel-
coming and comfortable space to socialize.”4 

This article introduces research data and analysis offering an 
illustrated expedition into what may seem mundane but is actu-
ally a surprisingly potent question: How can libraries maximize 
seating options to improve the spatial experience of YA library us-
ers? This project, part of a larger national research project study-
ing YA spaces in libraries, assesses direct youth responses to the 
seating options they currently find in relatively new libraries and 
offers a range of additional solutions rendered with suggestive 
visual anecdotes.5 Taken together, this study argues that libraries 
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should expand and incorporate a broader 
(and frequently more cost-effective) vo-
cabulary of seating and postural options in 
their YA spaces. 

Literature Review 
LIS research has long recognized the ser-
vice barriers young adults confront in li-
brary buildings, policies, and practices. As 
Professor Richard E. Rubin noted nearly 
a decade ago, the ways in which young 
people experience libraries is “aristocratic, 
authoritarian, unfriendly, and unrespon-
sive.”6 Certainly empirical research on 
specialized library spaces for teenagers 
has not advanced significantly. 

Library literature is replete with bargain 
basement solutions for furniture and spatial 
arrangements for YA design challenges in 
which neither the concerns nor the alleged 
solutions are grounded in evidence. Even 
the field’s marquee YA spaces in the Los An-
geles, Chicago, and New York public librar-
ies evolved from afterthought, reassigned, 
and underutilized space. Further, lack-
ing a systematic research base, and with 
conventional YA courses in library schools 
focused largely on literature and materi-
als, LIS proceeded without meaningfully 
engaging the complex and dynamic topic 
of space, its connections to actual young 
adults, or the advance of evidence-based 
professional practice. Thus, ad hoc and rit-
ual responses continue to guide what little 
vocabulary exists for YA spatial “solutions.” 
More pointedly, library design continues to 
devote more space and design attention to 
restrooms than to their young patrons. 

While practitioners, not LIS research-
ers, have kept the issue of YA spaces on the 
agenda in publications, at conferences, in 
workshops, in webinars, and aspirational 
guidelines over the past ten years, schools 
increasingly recognize that libraries are 
becoming key social/meeting places.7 De-
signers, architects, and school adminis-
trators are rapidly incorporating changes 
in formal and informal learning venues 
such as learning labs, learning commons, 
makerspaces, and smart classrooms. Ad-
ditionally, by sponsoring several research 
and demonstration projects, the federal 
Institute of Museum and Library Services 
is itself promoting a new spatial vocabu-

lary about youth and library spaces. In the 
IMLS report, “Museums, Libraries, and 
21st Century Skills,”8 for example, librar-
ies gain recognition as featured facilities 
playing important roles in promoting and 
sustaining engagement with critical think-
ing, problem solving, creativity and inno-
vation, collaboration, and literacy. 

On the other hand, these efforts have 
proceeded without rigorously collected 
and analyzed evidence, verifiable best 
practices, skill building, institutional and 
infrastructure capacity enhancements, or 
evaluation criteria. Libraries, for instance, 
may ask architects or designers, librarians, 
and (under the best circumstances) enlist 
even young people, to create a YA space as 
a team.9 However, a kind of “naïve trian-
gle” then develops. Architects frequently 
know little about the function of libraries 
or youth aesthetics. Librarians generally 
do not possess architectural backgrounds 
or know a great deal about how young 
people enact space. And young people 
usually know little about the spatial po-
tential of libraries or the needs of archi-
tects.10 This triangle is destined to produce 
mediocrity in which YA spaces are seldom 
distinguishable from conventional library 
designs.11 

Clearly, the field continues to exhibit 
a growing need to advance practice-rele-
vant research for offering successful and 
equitable YA spaces. But until more appli-
cable data and analysis come forward, this 
deficit in evidence-based YA spatial knowl-
edge will continue to result in libraries 
commonly designing spaces in ways that 
contradict or conflict with normal YA pub-
lic behavior. The consequences of these 
institutional deficits are that libraries, in-
advertently or not, perpetuate what is de-
scribed elsewhere as “Geography of No!”12 
Libraries create spaces in which youth are 
told “no” for doing or wanting things en-
tirely appropriate for young people—such 
as sitting convivially in small groups or 
adopting a greater variety of seating pos-
tures than conventional furniture allows—
and then enforce one-to-a-chair policies 
and related postural edicts. 

In addition to the demonstrable im-
portance young adult library users place 
in wanting welcoming space, as demon-

strated most recently in Vivian Howard’s 
research,13 one article remains the first 
and only “post-occupancy study” of any 
YA space to appear in LIS literature.14 The 
present article expands this work into the 
public space seating options for young 
people in new and recently renovated li-
braries.15 

Methods and Findings 
In 2011, a research collaborative under the 
auspices of YouthFacts.org, an online in-
formation service focused on youth issues, 
fielded a voluntary web-based survey of 
young adult library users in more than 
300 of the nation’s newest and most re-
cently renovated libraries.16 In seeking to 
respond to calls for direct youth participa-
tion in research, this study examines the 
first empirical data on YA spaces drawn 
from that study.17 The YA surveys included 
122 direct responses along with 62 spon-
taneous comments on library seating, as 
well as 259 responses to a broader set of 
questions concerning preferred seating 
when at home. 

YAs from libraries in 23 states respond-
ed; 72 percent were female and four-fifths 
were ages fourteen to seventeen, the rest 
slightly older or younger. Moreover, an 
earlier part of this research revealed that 
“82 percent of librarians and 60 percent of 
teens discussed the importance of com-
fortable furniture in their teen spaces.”18 
Survey respondents represented a snap-
shot not of all randomly selected youth, 
but specifically of library-using youth, in-
cluding volunteers.19 

These findings indicated that a large 
majority of young people feel that library 
seating options and variety were important 
in defining a welcoming space.20 Nearly 
three times more YA survey respondents 
reported favoring group seating (such as 
couches, benches, or platform risers) over 
conventional individual or task seating. 
Large majorities wanted seating to be var-
ied and moveable. And a surprising one-
third expressed preference for sitting on or 
near the floor over all other options. 

Indeed, in spontaneous survey com-
ments, YAs nearly always suggested more 
group and floor-proximate seating. “More 
sofas and couches,” one commented. 
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“There are about four small, one person 
couches at my library’s teen section.” “More 
furniture like comfortable sofas, bean bags 
. . . etc.,” another wrote. “Couches or some-
thing to sit on other than stools and tables,” 
said another. “More comfortable furniture” 
emerged as a common theme. These strik-
ing survey results are described and illus-
trated in the following sections. 

Discussion 
If libraries are to be guided by evidence-
based information, they must seriously 
consider reprioritizing space currently 
dedicated to housing collections and con-
ventional furniture, and offer YA patrons a 
more varied range of seating options. To 
build on the new survey data, as well as on 
issues raised in the Cranz study cited pre-
viously, this study focuses on seating op-
tions as a key index of how young adults 
value postural variety as an important 
feature in defining spaces as welcoming or 
inviting. 

Figure 1 illustrates one of LIS’s most 
idealized and reproduced seating options 
for youth as imagined by today’s library 
space planners and administrators: “the 
information trough,” at which assembly 
lines of young users mold static postures 
(limited or restricted postural movement) 
into identical, hard plastic or wood task 
chairs lined up uniformly (or symmetrical-
ly) to facilitate simultaneous information 
dispensing and consumption. 

This attempt at efficiency production 
amounts to a kind of cynical pre-cubicle-
training for future information workers. It 
does not respond to the postural desires 
of young people, as will be illustrated, 
when they are given broader options in 
public space. 

Another nearly universal idealized seat-
ing option places identical wooden chairs 
arrayed symmetrically around matching 
wooden tables (see figure 2). In large spac-
es, this can create a “warehouse” effect. 
Little variation is endorsed, or tolerated, 
for joining additional chairs around the 
same table, joining tables, sharing chairs, 
or using chairs alternatively beyond de-
termined task-oriented postures, such as 
sitting in one chair while using another as 
foot prop or ottoman. 

Further, while many library seating 
options may differ slightly (task chairs 
are commonly available along with 
perhaps a lounge chair or two as ac-
cents), most idealized library seating 
options privilege the facilitation of cur-
ricular tasks or materials and rarely ad-
dress what YAs consistently report as 
the most important dimension of their 
library experience: social interaction.21  
In both of these conventional furniture so-
lutions in which identical or matching task 
chairs are instituted, without recourse 
to other options, youth are forced into 
problematic postures. As Cranz’s work 
amply documents, conventional chairs 
and couches require a potentially harmful 
ninety degree angle between upper torsos 

and thighs. Heavier torso weight neces-
sarily forces pressure on the lower back. 
Seat backs force the inward curvature of 
the shoulders and compress lungs. Blood 
circulation constricts in the legs as thigh 
weight compresses against upward tilt-
ing seat bottoms. Uniform and static seat 
height requires all shoulders, necks, and 
heads to bend in a perpetually downward 
position to interact with print materials, 
screens, and keyboards on uniformly sized 
tabletops. More importantly, no other 
postural orientation is possible in a task 
chair. Thus, it is not altogether unreason-
able for active bodies to, in seeking some 
dynamic movement while sitting, appear 
to oppose conventions rather than remain 
in the same position the entire time.22 
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Youth, Cranz points out, “are constant-
ly forced to round their backs and distort 
their bodies in order to see their work.”23 
Danish physician A.C. Mandal goes further 
in stating that the, “abuse of children’s 
backs during adolescence could well be 
the reason for the rapidly increasing num-
ber of back ailments [later in life].”24 

The following discussion and illustra-
tions, from the authors’ photo collections, 
book images, and common website search-
es, amplify survey results and present how 
young people actually enact and reappro-
priate seating postures on their own terms 
rather than to those dictated by legacy in-
stitutional practice. These seating options 
fall into four categories: (1) one-butt-to-a-
chair library policy, (2) private postures in 
public, (3) fugitive postures from history, 
and (4) floor-seeking or “dápedotaxis” (a 
term we coined meaning “floor orienta-
tion”). Taken together, and building on the 
evidence of what youth themselves say, as 
well as what can be observed in daily prac-
tice, libraries can incorporate a broader and 
more healthy vocabulary of seating and 
postural options in YA spaces. 

1. One-Butt-to-a-Chair 
Policies and YA- 

Enacting Postures 
Discussion of the first seating option begins 
with the nearly universal library practice 
that a chair (traditionally defined) must not 
be shared. Of course, many may insist that 
such rules preserve social order and allow 
for the proper use of interior furnishings. 
Also, the vision of deliberate body contact 
between youth frequently disturbs adults, 
particularly those with supervisory author-
ity. It can raise the specter of “gateways” 
into other unacceptable behaviors: “if we 
allow this, what will they do next?” 

On the other hand, in addition to lack-
ing justification in research to support 
such concerns, these survey results and 
long-observable YA enactments of youth 
preference for seating options suggest 
just the opposite. The violation of the one-
butt-to-a-chair rule exhibited in figure 3 
(lap, leg, or side-by-side-sitting) clearly 
demonstrates the capacity for youth to 
both remain on task while simultaneously 

sharing a convivial seating arrangement. 
Further, as few libraries offer YA spatial 
equity with other departments (like the 
children’s room), youth frequently respon-
sible for supervising younger siblings will 
often try to accommodate shared seating 
options with younger brothers and sisters. 
In these daily circumstances, and at the 
risk of forcing sibling separation, conven-
tional policy becomes yet another barrier 
for young users. Further, such policies ig-
nore how young people routinely navigate 
shared seating in many other environ-
ments, frequently with little or no adult 
supervision, such as on buses, at malls, 
and in many non-class school settings. 

2. Private Postures  
in Public: Fugitive  

Enactments 
Even when they sit singly, teenagers 
tend to repurpose conventional seating 
in ways rarely endorsed by library staff, 
policy, or convention. Figures 4 through 
10 demonstrate typical furniture reinter-
preted through the second category of 
YA spatial enactments—the fugitive pos-
tures youth enact on their own. Figure 4 
shows a wide variety of otherwise familiar 
postural enactments using furniture com-
monly characterized as a lounge or comfy 
chair located in the library ostensibly to 
signal and facilitate comfortable seating. 
In rejecting conventional posture (back 
against chair back, legs faced forward, 
feet on the floor), these youth, caught in 
candid photos, reinterpret armrests alter-
natively as back and leg support. Slouch-
ing down against the back of the chair 
(another nearly universally disapproved 
posture) with outstretched legs support-
ed on an adjacent table, is also a familiar 
youth enactment. In these instances, the 
relationship between backs (especially 
lower backs) and thighs contrasts with 
the posture imposed by conventional 
seating—the angle between them is much 
wider than the ninety degrees required by 
conventional chairs. 

Figure 5 was captured in an indoor 
shopping mall containing an open space 
for public seating. Although differing 
from the fugitive postures in the preced-

ing lounge chair image, the young sub-
jects reinterpreting appropriate public 
posture here also use the couch much as 
they might in the private home: one has 
feet up, knees bent, with legs on the sofa; 
the other uses the sofa’s armrest as a back 
support while occupying the floor with 
curled knees supporting reading material 
(note, too, their adjacency). This sitting 
configuration exhibits social togetherness 
while not physically sitting together. Indi-
vidual experience and reading privacy are 
enacted while simultaneously expressing 
obvious familiarity and social comfort in 
still being quite close. 

Another fugitive interpretation of 
youth’s demonstrated desire to stretch 
backs and legs while remaining on task is 
to lie on one’s stomach. Figure 6 depicts a 
posture also clearly resisting conventional 
and institutionally enforced ninety degree 
back/torso/leg angles commonly required 
of library furniture. As with the previous im-
age, many may find this posture more com-
mon in private’s spaces like bedrooms.25 
Figure 6, however, demonstrates this pos-
ture of the young subject propping upon el-
bows during a study session. Note not only 
the existence of colorful ottomans, but also 
how they are arrayed to custom-fit this oth-
erwise fugitive public posture. 

Figure 7 demonstrates another inven-
tive use of similar ottomans rearranged 
to create a custom-corner configuration 
to comfortably support arms, elbows, 
back, and torso while sitting on a carpeted 
floor. Here, rather than supporting a wider 
torso/thigh angle, both subjects prefer to 
fully stretch both legs.

Like many of these fugitive postures, 
however, such seating enactments do not 

Figure 3. “One-Butt-to-a-Chair” 
Policy Violation (photo by iStock)
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find an equivalent in conventional library 
spaces. In these illustrations, the young 
readers both remain on task and take ad-
vantage of the mobile dimensions of the 
furnishings to customize their respective 
postural experiences. Also, each of these 
illustrations demonstrates individual iso-
lation while at the same time remaining 
public or social. 

Thus, seating and postural options 
serve two distinct purposes that have no 
equivalents either in adults’ use of library 
seating or in conventional YA spaces (it is 
hard to imagine a fortysomething adult 
sitting in a peer’s lap or stretched on the 
floor). While conventional library seating 
signals institutional dominance of formal 
propriety, control, and power, YAs’ seating 
and postural options first serve as signals 
of social comfort, hospitality, and convivi-
ality. 

Second, as figures 4 through 7 dem-
onstrate, young bodies, when offered the 
opportunity, seek postural variety in many 
different ways: a wider angle between 
torsos and upper thighs, opportunities to 
fully stretch backs and extend legs, and 
customized arrangements in the moment 
to accompany varying degrees of privacy 
and sociality. These are features not fre-
quently welcomed, designed for, or even 
allowed in common library seating op-
tions. Thus, youth who might otherwise 
feel encouraged or even entitled to spread 
out run the risk of violating conventional 
and institutional practice. 

3. Fugitive Postures  
from History 

While contemporary illustrations help us 
conceptualize a wider array of postural op-
tions for young adult library users in today’s 
libraries, it is important to realize that these 
desires are not inventions of the current 
generation. Abundant anecdotal and visual 
evidence has been sending signals ignored 
or resisted for decades by architects, fur-
niture designers, and library space plan-
ners. Such images are inadvertently and 
well-documented in 1940s and 1950s edu-
cational films teaching teens all manner of 
social propriety. These films capture youth 
enacting fugitive reading postures in (i.e., 

against) conventional furniture. In many 
instances youth widen the torso-to-leg an-
gle, for instance, by throwing one leg over 
a standard chair’s arm while using the other 
leg to hang toward the floor for balance. 

However, these troubling postures also 
predictably accompany the disapproval of 
adults more concerned with a girl’s pre-
sumed “unladylike” behavior than how 
she attends her reading. And, as in most 
conflicts between conventional and fugi-
tive postures even today, youth sustain 
the blame for breaking convention, not 
the furniture for its design or the observer 
for lacking a more liberal postural inter-
pretation.

In figures 8 and 9, we see young bod-
ies forsaking furniture altogether in an at-
tempt to achieve comfort. Figure 8 depicts 
a teen girl taking inventive advantage of a 
carpet-covered interior staircase and wall 
to enact a posture she finds comfortable 
for talking on the telephone. Like many fu-
gitive youth postures, this one also seeks 
alternatives for torso, back, elbow, arm, 
shoulder, and neck support (this one with 
stairs against an interior wall). 

In order to gain this degree of comfort, 
however, the girl occupies what is not only 
a heavily trafficked part of the home, but 
must sit essentially on a dirty shoe-worn 
staircase. The social consequences are 
not difficult to predict. And, as with many 
examples of young people enacting fugi-
tive postures, the enactor is quite likely to 
be blamed for social transgression rather 
than the failure to better accommodate 
the task/posture relationship sought by 
young bodies. 

Figure 9 even more boldly demon-
strates the teen body’s best attempt to 
liberate itself from the postural over- 
determination of conventional furniture. 
Here, furniture is reinterpreted as a mere 
prop, a vertical ottoman serving only to 
facilitate the greater comfort found on the 
floor. In this image, the back, torso, shoul-
ders, and neck are not only relaxed in the 
flat position against the carpet-covered 
floor, but the torso/leg angle remains open 
(i.e., wider than the standard ninety degree 
angle required of conventional seating). 
While admittedly not the best posture to 
support reading tasks (though some youth 

find comfort reading this way), it offers the 
extra advantage of avoiding pressure on 
the upper thighs as is found in all conven-
tional chairs, seats, and couches. 

Figure 5. Fugitive Postures:  
Private Postures in Public  
(photo used with permission from Voice of Youth 

Advocates) 

Figure 6. Fugitive Posture with 
Arrayed Ottomans (photo by Anthony 

Bernier)

Figure 4. Fugitive Posture with 
Conventional Furniture  
(photo used with permission from Voice of Youth 

Advocates) 

YA Spaces and the End of Postural Tyranny | FEATURE 

P U B L I C  L I B R A R I E S            J U LY / A U G U S T  2 0 1 4            3 1



Indeed, by observing youth in the 
home and in spaces where they achieve 
the most liberation and freedom to exploit 
postural options, libraries can learn a great 
deal about how better to design public 
seating for them. In these common obser-
vations (visual anecdotes) we gain insight 
into how youth continually innovate and 
seek postural variety even as they risk 
near certain disapproval. When observed 
critically, youth constantly demonstrate 
how their bodies—not yet accustomed to 
adult social, functional, and physical dis-
ciplines imposed by static, conventional 
furniture—seek active postures better 
suited both to their own comfort and task 
orientation. 

4. Dápedotaxis: The  
Democracy of the Floor 

The final category of potential options 
is perhaps the most obvious: an ex-
panded seating vocabulary of the mod-
est (and inexpensive) “floor solution.” If 
integrated into the original design of a 
YA space, the open-floor, or furniture- 
reduced, solution offers the widest array 
of postural opportunities and social inter-
action that youth have, for decades, been 
demonstrating they prefer.26 

Figure 10 depicts a typical group scene, 
in which youth eschew the rigidity of stan-

dard static plastic task chairs in favor of 
floor occupation. The postural democracy 
of floor-oriented behavior (dápedotaxis) is 
further shown in figure 11. 

It is important to note that both images 
depict groups of young people studying 
collaboratively while exhibiting convivial-
ity and remaining focused on their tasks. 
It is also significant to point out that active 
postural variety and freedom facilitate fre-
quent changes and movement rather than 
the long, uninterrupted, static postures 
and body positions required of conven-
tional seating. 

There are, of course, potential liabili-
ties inherent in floor seating.27 However, 
the fact that the young adults in this sur-
vey still chose floor seating over conven-
tional seating renders this option all the 
more compelling. Combined with their 
other identified preference (couches or 
sofas) the common pattern is clear: YAs 
prefer seating allowing them to arrange 
and change their postures. 

In the image taken from the classic 
1985 John Hughes film, The Breakfast 
Club, young people from explicitly differ-
ent backgrounds find common, convivial 
space, enacting a kind of consecrated com-
munity counsel space on the floor of their 
library (see figure 12). Note the postural 
individuality and variety depicted even as 
the group convenes on an open floor space 
without furniture (dápedotaxis). 

Designing for YA  
Seating Options 

While it is unreasonable to expect librar-
ies to entirely eschew conventional public 
seating and furniture, it is even more un-
reasonable to expect that furniture manu-
facturers will risk incorporating the fugitive 
postural enactments exhibited by young 
people illustrated in this article. Thus, the 
question remains: How to best expand and 
accommodate the preferred seating op-
tions of YA library users? There is no single 
answer to this perplexing question. How-
ever, a much broader range of seating op-
tions exists, including more cost-effective 
options than libraries have previously ex-
plored. For example, a practical floor seat-
ing option for libraries is the carpet-covered 

Figure 7. Ottoman at Right Angles Offers Fugitive Posture Options on the 
Floor (photo by Anthony Bernier)

Figure 9. The Wall as Vertical 
Ottoman (photo used with permission from 

Prelinger Archives) 

Figure 8. Fugitive Postures without 
Furniture (photo used with permission from 

Prelinger Archives) 
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riser platform. Such elements are inexpen-
sive, durable, easy to customize, easily il-
luminated, and simple to reconfigure or re-
shape for future needs in ways that tables 
and chairs are not. Additionally, they afford 
greater interactivity promoted by user ex-
perience advocates.28 Most importantly, 
platforms maximize the personal control, 
postural volition, and the natural dynamic 
movements of young bodies. 

Figures 13–16 depict recent library 
experiments with platform solutions. In 
these instances, platforms are construct-
ed above floor elevation to separate and 
distinguish them as well as enhance pan-
oramic views of the library. 

The platform solution depicted here 
offers backpack storage and various  
ottoman configurations while taking full 
advantage of natural light and command-
ing exterior views from the tall windows in 
the corner. This riser is also designed flex-
ibly to accommodate a larger group, such 
as a class assembled for bibliographic in-
struction, demonstration, or storytime.29 
A smaller rounded platform, also carpet 
covered, mounted in the center of the 
riser, offers sufficient height to support 
back, torso, shoulders, and neck, as well as  
opportunities for stretched-out legs or 
cross-legged seating and a variety of pos-
tural options for those sitting on top. The 
platform maximizes both the resource 
and utility of the limited space (higher 
density than tables and chairs and easy ac-
cess to power outlets and data cabling in-
stalled adjacent to or inside the platform) 
and seating options with postural variety 
defining a distinctive social space. 

In figure 14, an otherwise vacant corner 
is filled with postural possibilities to create 
this foam-based, two-level platform with 
matching ottomans on caster wheels. 
While conventional table and matching 
chairs occupying the same space might 
accommodate only four to six young 
people, the platform allows many more to 
convene in comfort. 

Another variant of the carpet-covered 
platform is the creative adaptation of sim-
ple, broad, and open stairs or internal steps 
as a design form. As can be viewed in many 
Progressive Era and neo-classical building 
motifs such as Washington, D.C.’s Lincoln 

Figure 10. Youth Eschew Chairs In Favor of Floor Occupation (photo by Shutterstock) 

Figure 11. Youth Eschew Chairs In Favor of Floor Occupation (photo by Shutterstock) 
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Figure 12. The Breakfast Club, 1985, John Hughes (photo used with permission from 

Universal Studios)



Memorial (among the most democratic 
spaces in the nation’s capital), stairs in-
vite a wide variety of seating enactments, 
particularly when compared to the over-
determined forms evident in conventional 
library chairs, and thus offer a broad range 
of postural variety. 

A more complex hybrid enactment 
combining both a raised platform with 
internal carpet-covered stair seating ap-
pears in figures 15 and 16. Designed by 
an architecture firm sensitive to YA library 
users, this arrangement features a large 
seating area situated nearly entirely on 
a raised platform.30 In this space, youth 
are accommodated with a wide variety 
of seating options, from fixed restaurant-
style booths to a tall counter (facilitating 
either standing or high stools), as well as a 
two-sided, carpet-covered, stair-stepped 
bench platform. The arrangement and 
programming of the space permits pan-
oramic views both into and out of the 

space.31 It is important to note again the 
wide variety of seating postures enacted 
in these images.

Conclusion 
While libraries have become increasingly 
aware of the importance of spatial eq-
uity for young adults, new and recently 
renovated buildings exhibit a continuing 
inability to respond to the aesthetic and 
postural preferences of YA users. How-

ever, in many instances, the profession’s 
policies and legacy privileging of collec-
tions continue to come at the expense of 
creating accommodating, hospitable, and 
purpose-built environments for young 
people. And without practice-relevant  
research, library solutions will likely re-
main ad hoc. 

Several valuable insights emerge from 
this more systematic approach to advanc-
ing quality designs and spatial equity. First, 

Figure 13. Custom Platform Riser 
(photo by Anthony Bernier)

Figure 14. 81st
 
Ave. Branch Library, 

Oakland, Calif. (photo by Anthony Bernier)

Figure 15. Scotts Valley (Calif.) Public Library (photo by Tim Maloney, Technical Imagery 

Studios)  

Figure 16. Scotts Valley (Calif.) Public Library (photo by Tim Maloney, Technical Imagery 

Studios) 
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research demonstrates that youth, when 
asked informed questions, are aware of the 
importance of spatial resources in a public 
space like libraries and are capable of of-
fering insightful and practical solutions to 
space inequities and design challenges. 
Second, it is clear that legacy library poli-
cies (such as one-butt-to-a-chair and an 
historic commitment to conventional fur-
niture) present social obstacles libraries 
may have overlooked or underappreciated. 
Third, library seating practices (conven-
tional chairs and tables) pose not only un-
necessary social obstacles but also severely 
and unnecessarily limit the postural free-
dom and choices of young people. 

At a time when libraries face keen com-
petition from technological and institu-
tional transformations in the storage of 
and access to information, they must con-
stantly seek new ways to prove their value 
in contributing to the well-being of their 
communities. By directly asking what 
youth want, in deriving such insights as we 
can from observing them in spaces where 
they achieve their highest degrees of com-
fort, and then in bending practical applica-
tions and insights back into library spaces, 
libraries can improve upon many legacy 
liabilities and barrier-producing practices. 
Librarians work exclusively in public space 
and so should exhibit more sophistication 
in approaching its complexities and ten-
sions—particularly in a space where young 
people are at least encouraged to relax, 
participate, learn, and engage. Libraries 
will never afford all the postural options 
of, say, teen bedrooms. But expanding 
the variety of opportunities and increasing 
customizable control over the postural en-
actments of young people remain potent 
features that libraries—even those with 
limited resources—can explore to radically 
improve spatial equity. 

In more general terms, library build-
ings, like all public spaces, demonstrate 
who counts and what activities matter in 
a community. American libraries often 
trumpet these democratic ideals but do 
not always mirror them in practice. Li-
brary designs that are inclusive of the ac-
tual physical realities and preferences of 
young adults will express these values in 
their public spaces.   
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