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ATG Interviews Steven J. Bell — Part 1
Associate University Librarian for Research and Instruction Services,  

Temple University Charles Library
by Donald T. Hawkins  (Freelance Conference Blogger and Editor)  <dthawkins@verizon.net>

When you open up the morning 
paper and the lead story on the 
front page is about the opening 

of a new university library,1 you know 
something big is happening.  By coinci-
dence, that very same day, I went to Tem-
ple University, home of the new Charles 
Library, to interview Steven Bell.  In this 
issue you will find part one of my interview 
with Steven.  Part two will be published in 
ATG v.32#3 June 2020.  The full interview 
is also available online at https://against-
the-grain.com/2020/04/v32-2-atg-inter-
views-steven-j-bell/. — DTH

DTH:  How long have you been with 
the library and what did you do before 
you came to Temple?

SJB:  I am in my 13th year at Temple 
University (TU) Libraries and 43rd year 
of my library career, and I have held mul-
tiple front-line and administrative library 
positions, which have mainly been in a 
public services capacity.  I have been the 
director of an access services unit;  I was 
the associate director of the Lippincott 
Library at the University of Pennsylva-
nia, which is the library for the Wharton 
School;  and then was the director of the 
library at Philadelphia University for ten 
years.  Then I came to TU in 2006 to take 
on my current position.  I enjoy working 
at TU, and it has been a pleasure to work 
on this building project pretty much all 
the time I have been here.  (Although you 
heard Craig Dykers and other people say 
yesterday that it was a two-year project, 
there have been discussions about a new 
library at TU for 14 years, even before I 
got here.)

DTH:  Did you go to library school?
SJB:  Yes, at Drexel University.
DTH:  Many people didn’t, including 

me!
SJB:  And that is the case today.  Many 

members of the staff at TU Library have 
backgrounds other than an MLS degree.  I 
also have a doctorate in education, which 
I earned when I was at the University of 
Pennsylvania, and I have a certificate in 
instructional technology.

DTH:  You are certainly very well 
qualified!  Now tell me about TU: how 
many students are there?

SJB:  Right now, we have approxi-
mately 40,000 students, about 27,000 of 
whom are undergraduates.  Our current 
undergraduate class has about 5,000 
freshmen and 2,000 transfer students.  
Our university is one of the most diverse 
in the United States.  We have students 
from dozens of countries, although our 
student body tends to be centralized on the 
mid-Atlantic region of the United States.  
I heard recently that 80% of our students 
come from within a 140 mile radius of 
Philadelphia.  Many of our students come 
from Philadelphia schools and suburban 
schools.

DTH:  Does TU focus on any major 
subject areas?

SJB:  There is a broad and diverse 
range.  We are very well known for some 
schools — the Klein School of Commu-
nications and Media is obviously a stand-
out in journalism, and the Fox School of 
Business is well known, as is the Tyler 
School of Art and Architecture.

DTH:  What about the sciences?
SJB:  It used to be the case that Tem-

ple was perceived as less accomplished 
in the sciences, but more recently several 
Temple scientific researchers have been 
ranked among the 25 most cited scien-
tists in the world.  We have intentionally 
recruited top scientists in their fields over 

the last decade to boost our reputation in 
the science community and improve the 
quality of our science programs.

DTH:  Focusing on the library, how 
many items are in the collection?

SJB:  We currently have approximately 
four million items, which includes both 
circulating and non-circulating collec-
tions, as well as special archives.  While 
we are not among the largest collections 
in the United States, in Pennsylvania, our 
collection is one of the largest.

DTH:  Is it growing?
SJB:  Absolutely!  People think print 

books are dying out, but we have four 
shelves of new print books, and they are 
replaced every week or two.  We are con-
stantly getting new print books, but more 
than that, the number of eBooks that we 
subscribe to or own is multiplying rapidly.  
In addition to the four million items, we 
probably have over 1.5 million eBooks 
that we can access and this number is 
growing constantly.  Some of those are 
in collections that we subscribe to, so we 
don’t technically own those, but we can 
access them.  Our students and faculty 
have access to a huge number of eBooks.

DTH:  You showed me the amazing 
Automated Search and Retrieval System 
(ASRS), and then you showed me another 
large collection of books on the 4th floor.  
What is the difference?

SJB:  That differentiates the design of 
the Charles Library in that we listened 
to our community members.  When we 
were involving them in the process of 
designing the library, one of the things 
that we heard was that people generally 
understood why we wanted to build an au-
tomated storage and retrieval system into 
the building.  Because of the size of the 
building, its footprint, and the amount of 
money that was budgeted for the building, 
to maximize the spaces for people, includ-
ing study rooms, lounge areas, general 
study areas, the Student Success Center, 
a much expanded digital scholarship cen-
ter, and more instruction spaces would 
require putting the books into the ASRS 
and would greatly reduce the amount of 
space needed to store 1.5 million books.  

continued on page 66



66 Against the Grain / April 2020 <http://www.against-the-grain.com>

Interview — Steven J. Bell
from page 65

But we also heard that people wanted to 
be able to browse a printed collection, so 
we made sure we had a pretty good sized 
offering for people who wanted to come 
and browse shelves.  For some of our 
incoming students, the ASRS system is 
easier to navigate.  The number of people 
who literally could not find a book in our 
previous library was increasing every 
single year.  Navigating a call number 
system is not something that people learn 
the way they used to, and they would be 
mystified.  This way, they don’t have to 
know the intricacies of call numbers.  They 
just find the book they want, request it, and 
it is delivered to them.

DTH:  You used the term “communi-
ty.”  Who is that?

SJB:  I tend to use the word “commu-
nity” to indicate all those who can access 
the TU Libraries.  So that would include 
our affiliates, matriculated students, fac-
ulty, adjuncts, staff members, and alumni.  
We are also open to the community at 
large.  Scholars from all over the world 
come here throughout the year, and we are 
welcoming to those folks, as any research 
library would be.  But we also consider the 
neighborhoods adjoining TU to be part of 
our community.  There are many things we 
do to try to make our library welcoming to 
our community members, our neighbors, 
to provide them with access to computers, 
internet access, our books, or DVDs.  We 
consider TU to be Philadelphia’s public 
university.  We are the largest university 
in Philadelphia.  We welcome all the res-
idents of Philadelphia to come here and 
use our facilities.

DTH:  So could I as a member of the 
public not affiliated with TU and not 
living in the city of Philadelphia come 
and access all of these facilities?

SJB:  Absolutely.  We are always 
open to the public.  All anyone needs to 
do is come to the door, show a photo ID, 
sign in with the guard, and you can have 
access to whatever you want.  If you 
want to borrow books, we allow anyone 
with a valid Pennsylvania identification 
card to sign up for book borrowing 
privileges.

DTH:  You said that from your earliest 
days here, there was talk about a new 
library.  Why was that?

SJB:  The former library (the Paley 
Library) opened in 1966 was really ob-
solete.  It was not meeting the needs of 

our students or fac-
ulty.  The problem 
was that we could 
not attract faculty 
and graduate stu-
dents to the Paley 
Library.  It was 
perceived as being 
an undergraduate 
library, so a huge 
number of people 
in our community 
were not making 
use of the library.  
They might come 
in to pick up a book 
and then go out, 
but there was no 
interaction. 

Then there were 
technology chang-
es.  We had study 
rooms that did not 
have outlets in them!  Some of the grad-
uate study carrels had no electricity.  The 
library was designed as a book warehouse, 
as many 1960s libraries were.  There was 
virtually no natural light once you got past 
the first floor.  So the library had outlived 
its time and was considered unattractive.  
There was not enough instruction space 
for the librarians;  when we wanted to do 
instruction sessions, we had to reserve 
rooms in other campus buildings.

The initial plan was to try to renovate 
the Paley Library, but that would have 
required us to completely shut it down 
and move all the collections out of the 
building, which was not feasible for us.  
The president of the university at that 
time, Ann Weaver Hart, decided that 
we would invest in a brand new building 
and repurpose Paley when we figured out 
what that would be.

DTH:  What will happen to Paley?  
Will it still be affiliated with or part of 
the library?

SJB:  No.  It will be renamed Samuel 
Paley Hall and will become the head-
quarters of the College of Public Health 
which is one of the largest colleges now 
and is growing rapidly because of so 
many people being interested in the health 
professions.  I also understand that the 
bookstore, which is now in the Student 
Center, will get the full first floor, which 
will be great for them because they will 
be at the center of the campus.

DTH:  Let’s now talk about this 
beautiful and magnificent new library 
building.  What are some of its new and 
innovative features?

SJB:  It is de-
signed with flexi-
bility and the future 
in mind.  One of 
the challenges was 
to design a library 
good for the needs 
of today’s students 
as well as being 
appropriate for the 
needs of students 
years into the fu-
ture.  So part of the 
design was to keep 
it open and flexible 
without creating 
infrastructure that 
would have to be 
removed or ren-
ovated later on, 
which would create 
lots of additional 
expense.  For ex-

ample, you won’t find lots of electrical 
outlets.  I have been to other fairly new 
libraries where there are many outlets 
everywhere — in the tables, in the floors, 
in the walls.  We know that students need 
to plug in their devices, but rather than 
putting in the infrastructure knowing that 
in the future, batteries might last an entire 
week, or there might be wireless electricity 
in buildings, we decided to invest in other 
things.

I think that some things we are doing 
in the Scholar’s Studio are somewhat 
innovative.  Many libraries have maker-
spaces and video studios, but we have an 
interesting structure for them in which 
faculty become fellows of the Scholar’s 
Studio and work to help other faculty learn 
how to use the tools and technologies of 
the Studio so they can teach students how 
to do that sort of thing.

Another unique feature of the building 
is our kiosks for lending both batteries 
and laptops.

We intentionally did not create a com-
puter lab with a sea of desktop computers 
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where, again, you would need to put wir-
ing in the floor, data jacks, and electrical 
outlets — a huge amount of infrastructure 
that would be costly to install and support 
far into the future.  Instead, we went with 
a laptop share program that is very much 
like a bike share program in the city, where 
our students will be able to pick up a laptop 
from any kiosk in a building.  They can 
have it for up to four hours and can return 
it to any kiosk on the campus and do the 
same thing with the battery packs.

DTH:  Are those kiosks only in the 
library?

SJB:  Right now, they are in five build-
ings on campus, including the library, and 
more locations are planned.

DTH:  That is certainly very innova-
tive and unique.

SJB:  I can tell you that some students 
are not happy about the program because 
they had access to desktop computers in 
the Paley Library and were expecting 
that they would see the same thing here.  
For some students, borrowing a laptop 
is no different than borrowing a book.  
Other students would like to sit down at 
a desktop computer.  Many students are 
now bringing their own laptops here.  That 
seems to be the way it is going in higher 
education: more of a “bring your own de-
vice” environment, in which they use their 
phones, tablet computers, and laptops. 

We did an analysis of our desktop 
computer usage and found that most peo-
ple would use desktops for 30 minutes 
or less.  We discovered that the desktops 
are there mostly for convenience to send 
email quickly between classes, send a print 
job to a printer, etc., but not for intensive 
research.  We are figuring out better ways 
to do that, so for example, instead of sit-
ting down at a computer to send a print 
job, we use an email technology, so from 
your phone or your laptop, you can take 
whatever page you want printed and send 
an email to our print system.  Then your 
print job can be delivered to any printer 
on campus.

DTH:  That is very handy.
SJB:  Yes.  If you are a student, you are 

busy and on the go.  You can literally be in 
a class when you realize that for your next 
class, you need to have your paper printed.  
So you could get on your phone, send your 
Word file to OWLPrint@temple.edu, and 
on your way to your next class you could 
stop at the library, go to a printer, swipe 

your card, get your printout, and be on 
your way in two minutes.

DTH:  That makes sense because 
people want to use their own device 
because it has all their files stored on 
it.  Although storing files in the cloud is 
becoming more popular, their device is 
where they have all their data and their 
files.  That’s how I work: all my files are 
stored on my laptop.

SJB:  That’s right.  I do the same thing.  
And by the way, everybody at Temple — 
students, faculty, staff — has something 
called OWLBox, and we get 500 gigabytes 
of cloud storage.  (That is a Temple sys-
tem, but it is run by a company called Box 
that sells their product to universities.) 
Plus, everybody has a Google account 
with Google Mail, Google Docs, etc.  We 
have the whole Google suite with unlim-
ited storage on the cloud.  We also have 
Microsoft 365, so you can have access 
to everything Microsoft offers from the 
cloud, including a terabyte of storage from 
Microsoft.  As you can see, any student, 
faculty, or staff person can put a huge 
amount of data on the cloud.

DTH:  In these times, many libraries 
are abandoning their traditional services.  
How did you justify the expenditure to 
maintain them?

SJB:  I think that was driven by the 
nature of our university.  We are a liberal 
arts institution that still supports music, 
languages, area studies, and all the hu-
manities.  TU is not one of the schools 
that has decided to eliminate philosophy, 
English, and Spanish, for example;  we 
are supporting all of them plus the Col-
lege of Education, the School of Medi-
cine, and all the professional schools.  To 
meet the needs of all of our curricula and 
all the researchers, we need to continue 
to have a physical structure where all 
our community members can come and 
connect with each other, have access to 
study space, technology, and expertise, 
and I think that enabled us to justify the 
cost.  And I also think that when you see 
the building, it is more than just a library;  
it is a signature statement for this campus 
and is TU’s way of saying, “We are a 
university for the future, and this building 
is a building for the future.  This building 
will inspire you to explore, discover, 
learn and succeed academically.”  When 
you come here as a prospective student, 
you will see that TU is making an in-
vestment in its future and in your future 
as a student.  I think that was part of the 
rationale why we wanted to invest in a 
structure like this rather than just having 
a study hall with no books in it.

DTH:  And of course, you had the ad-
vantage of having a major benefactor (Ste-
phen Charles, co-founder of the Immix 
Group,2 for whom the library is named).

SJB:  That certainly does help!  Also, 
because we are a state-assisted university, 
a fair amount of the funding came from the 
State of Pennsylvania.

DTH:  Although you are a private 
university.

SJB:  We are considered state-assisted, 
and we are a public university in terms of 
the way we are organized.  Pennsylvania 
has a state system of higher education with 
universities that get the most funding.  Then 
there are four state-assisted schools: TU, 
Penn State, University of Pittsburgh, 
and Lincoln University.  We get a portion 
of our budget from the state, and invest it 
in projects like this library.  The amount of 
money we get from the state has gone down 
precipitously since the 1970s.  
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Endnotes
1.  “New library is Temple’s most com-
pelling work of architecture in decades,” 
Inga Saffron, Philadelphia Inquirer, Sep-
tember 19, 2019, Page 1 (also available at 
https://www.inquirer.com/columnists/tem-
ple-university-library-inga-saffron-archi-
tecture-review-snohetta-20190919.html).
2.  https://www.immixgroup.com/manu-
facturers/


