
“Making i t  poss ib le to know”
L i b r a r y  w a y f i n d i n g  a n d  s t u d e n t  e x p e r i e n c e

•	 How do users nav igate the l ibrar y?
• 	 Where are they success fu l ? 
• 	 Where do they encounter barr iers?
• 	 How do they perceive l ibrar y spaces?

R e s e a r c h  Q u e s t i o n s

I gave par t ic ipants three tasks to complete in  
the l ibrar y and asked them to take photos a long 
the way. When they returned, we used their  
photos as  st imul i  for one-on-one inter v iews.

M e t h o d

•	 17 par t ic ipants (a l l  OISE students)
• 	 533 photographs 
• 	 9 hours of  inter v iew recordings 

Photo by Participant 6 showing the Children’s Literature Collection in the OISE Library. 
The annotations, made by the researcher after the interview, represent the discussion 
about the inconsistent signage and troublesome terminology the participant encountered 
in this area of the library. 

Photo by Participant 6, annotated by researcher

“Going to the stairs and I’m like, do I keep going?  Well, 
I know because of the last time, but I feel like there 
could... like signage would be helpful, especially at the 
top of stairs, like saying ‘you just have to go one more, 
just go around the corner!’”

Photo and quote by Participant 17

“Um, and then there was this huge row of empties, 
which confused me.… I went back and took a picture 
of this because just that empty section does leave you 
feeling like, where am I?”

Photo and quote by Participant 10

Participant-driven photo-elicitation (PDPE) is a 
research method that combines participant-gen-
erated images with follow-up interviews. 
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R e l a t e d  P u b l i c a t i o n s

I m p r o v i n g  W a y f i n d i n g

•	 incons istent s ignage , troublesome terminology, 
“unknowable” objects  and locat ions .

My pr imary ana lys is  focused on ident i fy ing themes 
re lated to barr iers and successes that  par t ic ipants 
exper ienced as they completed the photo tasks .  
Key nav igat ion issues that  emerged were:

These ins ights  have immediate appl icat ions for the 
wayf inding in format ion system at  the OISE L ibrar y :

• 	 Ident i f icat ion and removal  or replacement of  in-
cons istent and unnecessar y s igns ;

• 	 Creat ion of  c lear, cons istent d irector ies across  
a l l  f loors of  the l ibrar y ;

• 	 P lanning for a  complete re-des ign of  the OISE  
L ibrar y wayf inding system.

My second phase of  ana lys is  focused on the unexpected 
themes that  emerged from the photo inter v iews about 
par t ic ipants ’  l ibrar y exper iences :

S t u d e n t  E x p e r i e n c e

•	 Par t ic ipants descr ibed a complex ecosystem of  s igns , 
spaces , objects , intent ions , and exper iences that  make 
a l ibrar y poss ib le to know;

• 	 Par t ic ipants sought to f ind i tems, but they a lso  
wanted to “ learn the l ibrar y” and i ts  systems;

• 	 Par t ic ipants framed themselves as  intent iona l  learn-
ers , which prompted me to put a  learning theory lens 
on understanding student exper ience in the l ibrar y.

Students ’  thought fu l  ins ights  shed l ight  on the th ings I  had 
forgotten or take for granted about my l ibrar y. Their  input 
i s  v i ta l  for improving l ibrar y spaces .
 

Photo and quote by Participant 6

“I found this sign but yeah, it’s not really about using 
this library… it says “find it” so it seems like it should 
be, but no… I don’t trust that sign. I don’t trust it be-
cause it’s not, um, the same, like font as other signage, 
so I was like, well, it’s not particular to this institution...”
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