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 FACILITY DESIGN AND LAYOUT 

 One of the most critical factors to consider in the layout of a library is 
to make certain that students can be supervised from one single spot. 
This is especially important when a librarian is the only adult present 
in the library. Some states have laws requiring that students be super-
vised at all times in public schools. Educators who work in middle 
and high schools understand this is not only for safety purposes, but 
also for good management of students. There should be no dead zones 
where students can sit or hide unobserved. Placing computer screens 
so they can be seen by supervising library personnel is also essential 
for monitoring student behavior. 

 When Miss Logan fi rst visited the high school library where she was 
going to be doing her student teaching, Mr. Harris, the school librar-
ian, took her on a tour of the library. He then asked her, “What do 
you think is wrong with the design of this library?” Miss Logan was 
able to note that there were some tall book stacks that prevented her 
from being able to see all the students. “Yes,” said Mr. Harris, “un-
fortunately those stacks are permanent and cannot be moved. There 

Continues on following page



Library Design and Environment 89

is not one place where I can see all of the students at the same time. 
When I fi rst came here, I found that there were some students who 
would hit or harass other students when they were behind those 
high stacks. Thus, now I must spend much time moving about the 
library to make certain all students are supervised.” He then went 
on to explain that the large, cumbersome circulation desk faces 
the front door so if he is at the circulation desk, his back is to most 
of the students using the library. “That is why I have our library 
clerk or student volunteers work the circulation desk,” he stated. 
“I have found that it is essential to always have good visibility of the 
students.” 

 If they are able to have input into an architect’s design of a school 
library, librarians can contribute many good ideas. One consideration 
for increasing lines of sight is to put glass in the walls of the library of-
fice, as well as in any other rooms where students might gather. For 
instance, some school libraries have student group study rooms or 
places where students can view multimedia. If working in a library 
that is already built, then a librarian may need to use the types of mir-
rors mounted high on a wall that allow one to see around corners into 
areas that are not in view from the circulation desk or office. 

 Another concern when planning a new facility is to place tall shelves 
along perimeter walls, and shorter shelves in the middle part of 
the room. In such a layout, visibility is increased. It is also wise to pur-
chase shorter shelves and display cases that are on wheels and are move-
able. This makes it possible not only to place shelves where visibility is 
not hampered, but to also to use the space for a variety of purposes. 

 The Marshall Middle School Library was recently remodeled. The 
permanent shelves that sat at one end and in the middle of the li-
brary were replaced with several sections of low moveable shelves. 
When a storyteller came for a visit, all four sixth grades were in-
vited into the library. In fi ve minutes, the librarian and her library 
clerk moved the low shelves to three sides of the room, and the sixth 
grade classes entered the library one at a time with their teachers. 
All the students sat on the fl oor and listened attentively for 50 min-
utes while the storyteller shared several stories and talked about 
the art of storytelling. During the storytelling program, a few indi-
vidual students from other classes were able to unobtrusively use 
the section of the library close to the entrance where class tables are 
in place. At the end of the period, the shelves were quickly moved 
back, and the regular library scheduling resumed. 
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 There are numerous other design considerations that help class-
room management in a school library. Some such factors include the 
following: 

 • Locating the library away from noisy areas, such as cafeterias and
gymnasiums

 • Placing the circulation area, library offi ce, and workroom near
the library entrance

 • Locating an equipment or teacher workroom with an exit to the
corridor

 • Providing low shelving for picture books next to the story time
area

 • Having temperature controls accessible to only authorized per-
sonnel

 • Planning for bulletin boards and display cases where students
will be able to easily see them

 • Planning ahead for the accommodations of new technologies
 • Making certain that furnishings and décor are age appropriate
 • Purchasing stackable chairs that can be easily moved
 • Providing space for a copy machine
 • Locating a security system near the library exit in high school li-

braries
 • Including an outside wall that can be opened if the need for more

space occurs

 Organizing space in the library can have an impact on students’ 
behavior. Having students not face potential sources of distraction, 
such as windows or doors, creates fewer behavior problems. This is 
especially true for younger children. Thus, it is wise to have a library 
storytime in an area that is away from the circulation desk and any en-
trances to the library. A librarian can place the chair in which he plans 
to sit in front of a wall or bookshelves, and have students face him. 

 Library furniture and shelves should be placed so that pathways 
facilitate traffic flow. The needs of students in wheelchairs also should 
be considered. The Americans with Disabilities Act (ADA) requires at 
least 36 inches between library bookshelf units to make them acces-
sible to wheelchair patrons. Placing bookshelf units 42 inches apart 
makes it possible for such patrons to turn around in the aisles and 
face materials on the opposite shelves. Heavily used items should 
be located on lower shelves, where they can easily be reached by all 
students. 

 Other facility considerations for meeting the needs of students with 
disabilities include: 
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 • The entrance to the library should be easily accessible to students
who are physically challenged. A large electric button should be
at wheelchair level to open automatic doors.

 • All doors in the library should swing in the same direction.
 • Door levers that can be pushed down are easier to open than

doorknobs that need to be turned.
 • No changes of fl oor levels should be included in the design.
 • Ideally, a school library should be placed on the ground fl oor. If it

is located on a higher fl oor, elevator access must be provided.
 • If a security system is in place, it should be barrier free and not

have turnstiles.
 • Obstacles should be kept off the fl oor. This includes raised elec-

tric outlet covers.
 • The library furniture should be arranged in an organized manner

and be clutter-free.
 • Tables should be sturdy and high enough for wheelchair arms to

fi t under.
 • Some computer stations need to be at levels where students in

wheelchairs can work comfortably.
 • Assistive technologies should be used to facilitate access to learn-

ing opportunities for students with disabilities.

 If helping design a new library, school librarians should consider 
carefully whether to include restrooms that are accessible to students. 
Although it may be handy to have a restroom in an elementary school 
library when kindergarten students need to use the facilities during 
story hours, having a student bathroom for middle school and high 
school students will most likely present some possible problems. If 
there are not two adults of opposite sex working in the library at all 
times, monitoring a student restroom may be very difficult if inappro-
priate behavior is suspected. The placement of a restroom in an area 
accessible by only library staff, however, can be extremely helpful, and 
the restroom can be used for student emergencies, with staff consent. 

 Proper acoustics and lighting can also assist in effectively manag-
ing students. Floor layout and coverings affect the acoustics of a facil-
ity, as do ceiling and wall coverings. Carpeting generally can improve 
the acoustics of a room for students with hearing disabilities, yet at 
the same time may make it more difficult for students in wheelchairs 
to move about the library. If helping design a library, some profes-
sional assistance in planning the acoustics might be needed. This is 
also true of lighting. Glare-free lighting is important, and shades or 
blinds should be provided for windows. Skylights should be avoided. 
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 When Mrs. Knight took the position of librarian at Oakwood High 
School, she was pleased to see that the library had a large skylight 
that let in the Florida sunlight and kept the area bright and cheer-
ful. The library itself was very sizeable, with a capacity seating of 
more than 100 students. The facility was divided into three sections 
by low bookshelves, so she could easily plan to have at least two 
classes in the library at one time, with tables in two sections, plus 
leave a leisure reading section with a few tables and some comfort-
able, casual chairs for other students coming to use the facility. She 
was also able to view all students using the library from the glassed-
in library offi ce. There was a single large room in each corner of the 
library—the offi ce in one corner near the entrance, an equipment 
storage room in another corner, a magazine area and copy machine 
in a third corner, and a library and teacher workroom in the last cor-
ner. The library itself was extremely attractive with sunshine yellow 
walls, orange counter tops, and a relatively new carpet with orange 
and yellow fl ecks. 

 However, Mrs. Knight soon realized that there were some major 
problems with the library facilities. When classes and teachers 
began to use the library, she found that she spent a good deal of 
the day traveling back and forth to the four rooms in the  corners of 
the library to retrieve needed items. By the end of the day, she was 
exhausted. Then, when a class came in to use the middle  section 
of the library, which sits under the large skylight, she discovered 
that because of the sun coming down through the skylight, she 
was unable to adequately project her planned lesson onto a screen 
so the students could see it. With numerous days of sunshine in 
Florida, that area of the library became unusable for many class 
lessons. 

 When a new teacher who used a wheelchair was hired the next 
year, and became a frequent library user, Mrs. Knight found that 
she needed to keep constant watch to open the large, heavy glass 
entrance doors for him. Then, at the end of that year, the assistant 
principal announced that the entire inside of the school was sched-
uled to be repainted, and it had been decided by the administra-
tion that all rooms would be painted either mauve or gray, so an 
attractive color scheme could be carried out throughout the school. 
Mrs. Knight immediately began to picture how awful the orange 
counters and yellow and orange carpeting would look with mauve 
walls. A wave of depression overcame her as she faced the reality 
that she might need to look at gray walls all day long. 
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 In the above example, it is easy to see that an aesthetically pleasing 
library facility, although desirable, is not enough to meet student and 
teacher needs. In many instances, librarians need to work within the 
confines of an existing facility. However, whenever a new school is 
being built or a library is being remodeled, it is essential that a school 
librarian be proactive in the planning of the library facility. 

 There are, however, things that librarians can physically do with 
existing facilities to more effectively manage students. Furniture can 
be rearranged. For instance, a circulation desk can be changed to face 
a student area, rather than an exit. In a high school library, a librar-
ian desk can be placed in front of a classroom area so the librarian is 
always available for assistance, rather than working away from stu-
dents in a library office. Sections of the library can be created so that 
there are quiet areas for research located near the reference resources 
and computers. Furniture and sections of the library can be arranged 
so that students and teachers walking into the library can walk to dif-
ferent areas without disturbing others. 

 When students can listen and follow instructions without moving 
from the places where they are seated, there are also apt to be fewer 
problems than when students have to get up and move around. Thus, 
librarians can make certain that all chairs and tables that are needed 
for a class are in place before students enter for an activity. Librarians 
should also ask students to tuck chairs under the tables when not in 
use or at the end of a class period so there are open walkways through-
out the library. 

 Adding high visibility signage that is large and clear will help stu-
dents more easily find materials and work independently. Signs with 
raised letters or Braille symbols are ideal for meeting the needs of vi-
sually impaired students. Flashing lights for fire alarms help hearing 
impaired students, and the management and safety of all students can 
be aided by practicing emergency drills in the library. 

 SUMMARY 

 The design and furnishing of a school library can affect manage-
ment of students at all school levels. In elementary schools, story-
time areas should be located in a place away from distractions and 
noise. Secondary schools that are flexibly scheduled should have sec-
tions of the library set aside where classes can meet separately, and 
other students and teachers can use the library without disturbing 
classes. All school librarians must consider the needs of students with 



94 Positive Classroom Management Skills for School Librarians

disabilities—keeping pathways clear of obstructions, providing sturdy 
furniture at appropriate levels, and placing bookshelves far enough 
apart for students in wheelchairs to easily maneuver through aisles to 
retrieve materials. One of the most essential considerations in design-
ing a library is to make certain that all students are in view from the 
librarian’s primary supervisory location. A welcoming, pleasant atmo-
sphere also attracts students to a library and helps maintain appropri-
ate student behavior. 

SCENARIOS

Complete the activities for the following situations:

 1. You have been hired to be the librarian for a new elemen-
tary school that is being built. Make a list of some of the
items that you would like the architect to consider when he
designs the new school library.

 2. You have been given some funds to refurnish an older high
school library in which you are the librarian. Select some
furniture from library catalogs that you would like to pur-
chase. Remember to include considerations for the special
need students who use the library.

 3. You are the librarian in a middle school in which it has been
diffi cult to effectively manage student behavior. The princi-
pal has informed you that the library is scheduled to be ren-
ovated. Make a layout for the library that you think could
improve the management of students.
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