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ONE SIZE NO LONGER FITS ALL

There is not a single, simple answer to what school libraries will be in the future or for 
that matter what they should be today. My reasoning is that there is not just one edu-
cational model for schools. Your school’s educational model will influence the cur-
riculum, the resources required, the learning goals, the activities, the services, the 
librarian’s role, and ultimately the space requirements of the library. So let’s start by 
asking, What is your school’s mission statement? How does that mission statement 
evolve into the learning goals of your school or district? Are you planning a library that 
supports that mission and those goals? (Sullivan, 2013, pp. 2, 3)

Continues on following page



The Springfield, Pennsylvania, school district has a remarkable commitment to literacy
as its mission. Literacy is its overriding learning goal. When the district built a new
K–1 building for students entering the district it was named the Springfield Literacy
Center. The library is at the entrance to the building; every student passes through it
on their way into the building each morning. The library’s location, atmosphere, and
layout say reading is extremely important. Young students can select a new book to
read every time they enter or leave the building. Students attending Springfield school
have a very clear goal: they are to become good readers—it is the cornerstone of
learning in Springfield.

Superintendent James Capolupo and School Board president Douglas Carney explain:
“the first step was fostering a change in culture. All stakeholders agreed to focus on
their singular goal with a laser-like beam. The administration, faculty, parents, and
students embraced the program and breathed life into it every day.” (Capolupe and
Carney, 2014, pp. 149–267)

Space impacts learning and the school culture. We will explore this issue further, but
here let’s just quote the editors of the book The Third Teacher: “United in the
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Library photography courtesy of
Springfield Literacy Center,
Springfield PA.

Reading is extremely important to the learning goals at
the Springfield Literacy Center, so much so that students
walk through the library every morning on their way to
their classrooms. Students come through the two-story
atrium entrance washed in natural sunlight each morning
and afternoon, which gives readers frequent access to
books. The school of 600 kindergarten and first graders
has made literacy its primary goal. Principal Wendy Yohn
explains the mission by saying, “We wrote our own cur-
riculum. In planning every subject we ask, ‘how does it
support our literacy goals.’ We believe by second grade
every student has to have functional reading skills to
learn.” The school strives for personalized learning, iden-
tifying the literacy strengths and weaknesses of each stu-
dent, and grouping students based on instructional
interaction and RtI data.



conviction that environment is our children’s third teacher, we can begin anew a vital
mission: designing today’s school ‘libraries’ for tomorrow’s world.” They did not spe-
cifically point to school libraries, but we will (OWP/P Architects, V.S Furniture and
Bruce Mau Design, 2010, pp. 10–11).

All school spaces should support the people using them in their learning endeavors.
This is a simple, logical concept, yet as new pedagogies emerge traditional school
spaces are at odds with learning goals. A 900-square-foot box is frequently too big or
too small or too square or too rigid for the learning activities taking place in our
evolving school spaces. The infrastructure cannot support the tools students and
teachers need to use. And our schools are full of furniture that is not flexible enough to
meet the continual flow of learning modalities. The library is just another school space
that is no longer fully functional and supportive of contemporary student learning. The
library needs to be rethought with today’s learners as its focus.

PEDAGOGY GOT US HERE AND IT WILL MOVE
US FORWARD

Traditional library design is based on earlier paradigms. As a beautiful warehouse
of physical objects it has worked extremely well through numerous “isms” of our past
learning paradigms. Without exhausting ourselves with an overview of the models
found under behaviorism and cognitivism, let’s just say the two movements and their
resulting models fit extremely well into traditional library space, services, and content.

Behaviorism featured models that saw students as passive learners absorbing infor-
mation from their teachers and books. Students came to the library to access infor-
mation; these fact-finding missions were required to complete assignments and write
annotated papers. Libraries filled with printed information accessible during schools
hours at regularly scheduled visits worked well in these models. The library was a
quiet location to sit at a scholarly wooden table on a heavy wooden chair to read,
review notes, take additional notes from assigned material, and memorize facts.

Another group of educational theories surfaced and were implemented under cogni-
tivism, yet instruction still remained programmed for group consumption. Looking at
how the brain processed information and understanding how people learn did not
require the library to function differently. Learners were still passive consumers of
information being delivered to students of a common age. The process of learning was
similar, although at different speeds—and, unfortunately, some children simply could
not master the information in the allotted time on the lesson plan. The pervasive
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design of both classrooms and libraries supported passive student engagement.
We now want active learners.

The road to American Association of School Librarians Empowering Learner’s guide-
lines for “learning spaces that accommodate a range of teaching methods, learning
tasks and learning outcomes” is under construction (American Association of School
Librarians, 2009, pp. 33). We are all on the journey and driving toward this new active
learning destination. Currently, there is no clear, mandated speed limit on this road,
although going too slow could be detrimental to your long-term survival. Some schools
are moving slowly due to detours while other are trying to get into the collaborative
HOV lane and a few are swerving and passing at a breakneck speed with a semi-tractor
trailer load of Common Core State Standards on their tail. It would be so much easier
if a clear route had been provided, but unfortunately this trip is not clearly mapped.

Defining your school’s learning goals and participating in the curriculum development
to reach those goals is a preferred starting point to changing your library. However,
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3D illustration courtesy of Contrax Furnishings, LLC.

This illustration of a traditional library has been modified to include alternative learning zones. It sug-
gests new zones that can be carved into your existing space; it does not imply you need to include all of
the options. In two locations modular seating with limited back rests has been added to create informal
reading or class discussion zones. There are also benches worked into the shelving runs and on end pan-
els to work on changing the balance in the room and provide students with personal space to work alone
or with a peer. In these options students can sit in multiple directions and interact easily. The large cir-
cular seating in the center of the space would hold a class for discussion, instruction, or a guest speaker.
It can also be a quiet reading space. High-back seating in the back of the room creates private spaces for
either small teams or individuals to work. There are several styles of working tables. The first are for two
students to work informally at either café tables in the foreground or at the end of stacks at an attached
ledge with stools. Square tables and chairs in the center of the room are lightweight and easy to move
into different configurations including grouping them into one large conference-style arrangement.
Against the right wall are two high-tech team tables designed to share student work on a monitor.



often remodeling in the library is done independently of a school’s advancing educa-
tional model. If you have the financial resources to make changes prior to linking them
directly to changing curriculum objectives, then perhaps you can be the impetuous to
get change moving in your district.

Change in education has had a long history of at times tedious slowness and then at
other moments rapid and poorly thought-out shifts. Most prior change was the result
of educational philosophy and strong beliefs in a better way to educate children. The
current movement feels very different. It is not being spearheaded so much by phi-
losophy as by ubiquitous access to information and an avalanche of technology tools.
Philosophy and pedagogy are being developed to leverage unprecedented resources.
Couple the resources with brain research, multi-modal learning preferences, and the
overwhelming need for lifelong learners, and we should be entering the most exciting
period in educational history. Are we?

Why does the history of education, the human desire to learn, seem so loaded with
frustration, inequity, and underachievement? Perhaps because we have learned that
education works best if all learners start out equally prepared to learn, are nurtured
through the process, and can focus on their personal passion. How do we get there?
There are pockets of examples to study in our history that can be used to model the
future.

ALTERNATIVE ROUTES

Horace Mann launched public education in Massachusetts in 1837 as an alternative
educational concept He believed mingling children from all economic and cultural
backgrounds together in a common classroom would strengthen society. His focus on
self-discipline rather than corporal punishment to manage behavior was controversial
at the time. Well-trained professional teachers taught students through memorization
and recitation so everyone learned a common language as part of their shared non-
sectarian curriculum. (http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Horace_Mann) Their education
was paid for by and accountable to the general public. It was a radical alternative at
the time that became our national model). Today, again it is to alternatives that we
should look for a future model.

Our current public school model had fringe, alternative school models almost from its
inception. And many of them have focused on active learning as a way to reach stu-
dents who found it difficult to cope with hours of “seat time,” memorization, and self-
discipline.
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In 1911, the first Montessori school opened in Scarborough, New York, after the initial
success of this child-centered learning model in Italy. Montessori schools encourage
children to explore areas of personal interest. They have always advocated for the
natural curiosity and predisposed craving of children to learn. When children are
engaged they will build their own knowledge (www.amshg.org).

In 1922, a progressive educator named Carleton Washburne introduced a concept
called mastery learning in Winnetka, Illinois (Kahn, 2012, pp. 33–34). Salman Kahn
describes Washburne’s vision: “In a traditional academic model, the time allotted to
learn something is fixed while the comprehension of the concept is variable. Wash-
burne was advocating the opposite. What should be fixed is a high level of
comprehension and what should be variable is the amount of time students have to
understand a concept” (Kahn, 2012, pp. 33–43). It was an early example of Response
to Intervention, allowing children to learn at their own pace, repeating material as
necessary until they understand and can move to another level.

Alternative schools in recent history began focusing on at-risk students when
President Ronald Reagan stunned the nation by announcing in 1983 that we were
going to have a difficult time competing globally if our children did not perform better
in school. A National Commission on Excellence in Education assembled by then
Secretary of Education Terrel Bell announced in the opening sentence of the report
that we were “a nation at risk”! Our public schools have struggled with “improvement”
ever since while many creative thinkers started envisioning alternative ways to
educate students.

Minnesota, a progressive adopter of more hands-on educational models, went from
4,050 students in alternative schools in 1987 to 180,000, or 30 percent of all secon-
dary students, by 2003. These were district-managed and funded schools. Alternatives
sprang up in abandoned store fronts and vacant spaces within districts. Spaces were
flexible and adapted to the students’ needs. Districts focused on identifying students
dropping out or failing in traditional public schools. Students went into smaller
environments with personalized, flexible programs. These environments nurtured
teacher–student relationships. Minnesota turned a corner with its at-risk students
early, and those students appreciated the opportunities they received.

Some captured comments given below from at-risk students tell an important story:

In my old school, there was too much talking by teachers. They stand up
there all day and talk. I wasn’t getting anything from that.

Me too, I needed more hands on and more individual attention. I get a lot
more done now.
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I’m more motivated now. You go from people telling you that you have to go
(to school), or you won’t graduate, to where you actually want to go and want
to graduate. (Farris-Berg,2003 http://www.maapmn.org/files/413.pdf)

These stories are paradigm examples of Constructionism and Humanism. Research
has shown that when we learn through experience using all our senses knowledge is
more deeply imbedded into our long-term memory. We can more easily retrieve it
and use it to solve future problems, be more innovative, and demonstrate greater
creativity (Sousa, 2011).

Constructivism focuses on active learning, building knowledge, and leveraging your
existing knowledge to learn more. It is also a creative, hands-on way of learning. It
encourages critical thinking and problem solving. Students create a hypothesis, ques-
tion if it is true, and then go about proving or disproving it.

Humanism is hopefully what we all yearn for in learning. Education should be
personal acts of fulfillment, helping each of us reach our greatest potential.
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Courtesy of Rebecca Toon at Ridgefield Academy.

Providing students with
the opportunity to engage
in hands-on learning
makes learning more
enjoyable yet teaches stu-
dents to use problem-
solving skills and personal
creativity. Ridgefield
Academy encourages stu-
dents to express their
knowledge through story-
telling. “Students learn
and remember in different
ways. Peer collaboration,
developing narrative and
turning out a storyboard
prior to production give
every student a chance to
be an expert and a novice,”
said Chris Hruska, English
teacher and curriculum

coordinator, explaining how the school builds personal growth and achievement. Students employ
hands-on learning using twenty-first-century skills of peer collaboration. Turning their stories into
digital media is the natural progression. Students who grasp storyboarding, write scripts, and then
produce a finished project using digital tools are truly demonstrating active learning.



It is the foundation of life-long learning. The potential of offering personalized learning
to every child, not just those students in private or alternative charter schools, or
students in at-risk programs seems attainable. The use of technology to evaluate data,
augment curriculum, and expand access to experts outside the school is providing
greater opportunities for students of all ages and skill levels.

The paradigms of Constructivism and Humanism are not new; building knowledge
based on personal passion and experience are used every day in the post K–12 world.
Our inability to free students to learn in this personalized fashion is unfortunate. It is
our limited ability to effectively manage costs and provide instructors with the time to
personalize the curriculum that made offering an active, learning experience for every
child an impractical discussion. But the discussion is no longer impractical; technology
is negating the cost factor and providing alternative mentors and tutors for students.
However, to get to a dynamic new model of learning will require a major paradigm
shift in education. The shift impacts curriculum, professional development, space, and
infrastructure.

The shift is sliding into motion because technology is becoming such a pervasive tool
in education. Technology leveraged in the classroom can provide teachers with time to
work one-on-one with students or small groups while the rest of the class works in
teams or on-line in another area of the lesson. Librarians can actively engage with
teachers to enrich classroom curriculum by collaborating on expanding lesson plans
with online content (Moreillon, 2009, pp. 218–220).

Technology is also a key driving factor in referendums passed to upgrade infrastruc-
ture and space. In my community we passed a referendum by a two-to-one margin to
update our 1970 high school. We focused on infrastructure necessities such as a new
roof, new HVAC, and technology. We made sure voters understood all three pieces
were cornerstones to maintaining academic buildings for today’s students.

The referendum also allowed us to update our school library and convert a lecture hall
into a high-tech lab. The new infrastructure supports BYOD for students, dramatically
increasing mobile device usage, doubling the number of computers between the
library and the new lab, and purchasing additional carts of laptops and pervasive WiFi
for SmartBoards in all the classrooms. Professional development is in its second year
of change in the district. Teachers have access to summer technology workshops; we
sponsor monthly “Tech Tuesdays” learning sessions for peer sharing and have moved
to a late start every Wednesday for staff to enrich the curriculum and focus on indi-
vidual student gaps and improvement. We have a long way to go before all of our
students have a personalized learning experience, but we are moving forward through
professional development, infrastructure, and better, harder working spaces for our
students.
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