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SENSORY INFORMATION FILLS THE BRAIN
WITH MEMORIES

There are so many reasons a place etches itself into our memory. It can be the light, the
color, objects we saw, sounds we heard, the smell of coffee, what we accomplished
there, whom we were with or what they said or what was built. I have a very strong
memory of a sudden breeze gusting around Camp Randall Stadium one spring morn-
ing catching my hair, bringing a smile to me as I walked to an early morning exam.
It was insignificant yet 40 years later I still feel the memory of that whimsical breeze
when I am on campus. And, I still love to walk around campus.

The exceptional thing is that places affect people differently; we are not all wired to
respond to the same stimuli. Many places have universal appeal and linger in memo-
ries but different elements within the space trigger that appeal. I have a large group of
college friends who fly in from all over the country every two years to re-walk the
campus and share memories, laugh about our time together on campus and what has
happened to us since. Yet, none of them has ever mentioned the way a surprise breeze
would come up off the lakes and hit you as you were walking to class. It is my memory
and it seems impossible to explain to them.

So I would argue a single place like the school library could be designed to impact the
lives of hundreds of student simultaneously yet each person might have a different
response when asked “Did going to the school library impact your learning?” Hope-
fully, each of them would smile and describe an element, a spot, a discovered tool that
made them feel smarter, happier, and more creative. It is a tall order for a space but
Doorley and Witthoft were correct when they wrote that “space is the body language
of an organization.” Intentional or not, the form, functionality, and finish of a space
reflect the culture, behaviors, and priorities of the people within it. . . . [T]hat said,
space design has its own grammar that can be tweaked to bolster desirable habits”
(Doorley and Witthoft, 2012, p. 38).

Creating a school library that is the “body language” of your pedagogy should be your
first priority. The grammar of your design needs to capture in space and decor the
learning styles of the students coming into the library. Offer those students a kaleido-
scope of interactions that will peak their curiosity, expose them to different resources
and creative tools in a space that adapts to their shifting needs. We know library
spaces will impact their ability to learn. Use that knowledge to punctuate the space
with movement, activity, and sensory stimulation so what they learn will be perma-
nently imprinted into their brains.
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While you plan this
interactive, multimodal
space also begin to
think about how you
will communicate its
possibilities. We will
finish the book with
ways to brand the
library and the librar-
ian who makes the
environment a high
impact learning space.

100 High Impact School Library Spaces

Although I focus on the impact space has on learning, the
space does not function at optimum efficiency alone.
Wonderful learning spaces can draw self-directed learn-
ers through the door but their experience can be signifi-
cantly improved through a relationship with an adult in
that space. The space can enhance the relationship, help
direct behavior, and build a culture conducive to learn-
ing. An interactive space with a multimodal reservoir of
resources and a dynamic coach can redefine the role of
the school library in education. It would be a role tightly
woven into the school pedagogy and not easily assumed
by anyone other than a professional librarian.




