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FEaTUrEARtiCLE

“When a project of this 

magnitude is initiated, it 

is important to follow a 

thoughtful and structured 

process that will maximize 

opportunities.”

New Design 
Considerations That 
Transform the Library 
into an Indispensible 
Learning Environment

vision, while meeting fi nancial and state 
regulations. A strong spirit of cooperation 
was forged between the architect and the 
teacher librarian to create the Glen Allen 
High School Library.

When a project of this magnitude is ini-
tiated, it is important to follow a thought-
ful and structured process that will maxi-
mize opportunities.  During the design and 
construction of Glen Allen High School, it 
was comforting to know that implemen-
tation procedures were in place for each 
step in the process.  This eliminated the 
uncertainty of what to do next.  The ini-
tial phase was the most important, because 
it refl ected the planning, the information 
gathering, and the incorporation of cre-
ative and collaborative thinking into the 
stated vision.  This was the step where the 
architect took the lead. 

As the fi rst step in the creation of Glen 
Allen High School, the architect facilitated 
a Design Workshop with a design com-
mittee of 32 people, which included the 
instructional leadership of the district, 
lead teachers from all of the current high 
schools, school board members, school 
plant personnel, parents, and community 
members.  The fi rst task of the commit-
tee was to create a project vision through 
a brainstorming session.  The project vi-

Editor’s Note: this article is supplemented by an 
online PowerPoint presenation available at http://
vimeo.com/24013894 

From THEory To rEalITy:  DESIGNING a SCHool lIBrary

Planning and designing a new high school library to refl ect emerging trends while remain-
ing true to best practices takes time, thought, and teamwork.  Forecasting space to ensure 
functionality and fl exibility (concepts that are learning commons oriented) begins with 
productive dialog between the architect and school administration.  When plans for Glen 
Allen High School in Henrico, Virginia were initiated, the Richmond, Virginia architec-
tural fi rm of Moseley Architects listened to all comments.  In this article, Doug Westmo-
reland, Vice President of Moseley Architects, and I will provide an overview of how the 
design of the Glen Allen High School library evolved.  More important, you will hear from 
the planning teacher librarian who truly put the heart into the physical structure of the 
library.  The Glen Allen High School library is a [B1] total program where design, vision, 
and functionality merge into a vibrant learning environment. 

As the Educational Specialist for Library Services, my vision was to create a 21st cen-
tury library that defi nes literacy [B2] through varied access points, develops and refi nes 
critical thinking within a social context, and most important, allows students to grow 
personally and academically.  I found it extremely important to emphasize that the high 
school library [B3] must provide for both instructional and real-world needs of high school 
students, staff, and administration.  This vision mandated a technology infrastructure to 
support two instructional areas rich with wireless connectivity, interactive whiteboard 
capabilities, projection equipment, and high defi nition television.  Basic functional areas 
such as a circulation desk, reading areas, a workroom, and a conference room, as well as 
special areas for exercise bikes and gaming, were also considered.   When these physi-
cal space issues blended with shelving needs for print and a desire for an open, bright 
environment, keen observations and responsive dialog were necessary to accomplish this 
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sion was succinct, but powerful:  “We will 
design a new high school that provides 
our community with a safe, innovative, 
adaptable, state-of-the-art facility that 
will create a functional and efficient 
learning environment embodying re-
sponsible environmental values.”  From 
this vision, the committee was led through 
a series of sessions to create the adjacen-
cies of the various functions of the school, 
including the site design.  The architects 
were able to create seven site and build-
ing diagrams from this vision, which were 
discussed quickly by the design commit-
tee.   Two options were selected and went 
forward in development.

Regarding the vision of what the library 
should be, the committee’s consensus dis-
cussions were consistent:

• A space with a “Barnes and Noble” 
atmosphere where students wanted to be 

• The heart of the school, located in the 
center of the academic houses

• A feature space from inside and from 
outside the school, located along the main 
street corridor [B4]

A discussion and sketch session about 
the library followed with the instructional 
team leader, the head of library services, 
a current high school teacher librarian, 
a technology specialist, and the design 

team.  Square footage allowances—with 
an emphasis on the functionality and flex-
ibility of the space—were analyzed and 
discussed.  Through an analysis of activi-
ties that would take place in each space, 
coupled with the realization that flexibility 
was critical to accommodate for activities 
that were unknown during the planning, 
a reallocation of space was achieved.  One 
decision made at this initial meeting was 
that the school’s Instructional Technology 
Resource Teacher (ITRT) should be located 
within the library’s space, creating a syn-
ergy between this function and all other 
library functions.  A series of large win-
dows—with low shelving for multiple dis-
plays—open to the main street corridor of 
the school were incorporated during these 
early discussions.

New technologies continue to change 
library functions.  For instance, Henrico 
Schools has had a student laptop environ-
ment (with a wireless network throughout 
the school) for ten years, so there was no 
need for computer labs in the library.  The 
need for classroom instruction is still valid, 
but the desire for more informal and ca-
sual functions are critical.  A completely 
open environment was required for super-
vision and flexibility, but the larger space 
in the library needed to be defined by the 

architecture to create smaller, different 
environments [B5].  Formal classroom in-
struction was created in one corner, with a 
less formal instruction area in the diagonal 
corner, separated by low book stacks.  In-
formal areas are created in several loca-
tions—near the large windows in the center 
of the library and in the quieter area adja-
cent to the circulation desk.  Four types of 
displays—laptop, LCD large screen monitor, 
interactive white board, and projection—
are provided for group or individual learn-
ing opportunities.

The School District required that Glen 
Allen be the first LEED (Leadership in En-
ergy & Environmental Design) Silver cer-
tified school in the county (The school 
is currently slated to achieve one level 
higher, LEED Gold certification).  Vari-
ous sustainable design strategies were 
featured throughout the building, which 
will provide learning opportunities for the 
students.  In the library, the most evident 
sustainable design feature is the abundance 
of daylight—a taller space with clerestory 
windows defines one of the classroom ar-
eas, and the stacks (though not movable) 
are low in the open part of the library.  In-
formal seating areas are also incorporated 
into this area.  Lighting is automatically 
controlled by sensors, allowing the natural 
daylight to substitute for artificial lighting 
when appropriate.  Spaces within the large 
reading room are defined by ceiling height, 
color, and different lighting types, creating 
different atmospheres in the space.  Light-
ing can be controlled separately in all areas 
of the larger space.

The process of opening a new school 
takes years, so the planning focus must 
include an eye on the future.  It is one 
thing to design a library for 2011 but an-
other to design a learning commons that 
will anticipate future needs.  The founda-
tional work created a physical space that 
was responsive to the district philosophy, 
strategic goals, and vision.  The Glen Al-
len High School library is accessible to 
all members of the learning, and greater, 
community.  The architect created a focal 
point along the main street corridor that 
provided connectivity to the academic and 
community areas of the school. 

Interactive white board, LCD large screen monitor, and projection displays are 
provided in the learning commons.



So what makes the Glen Allen High 
School library so amazing?  Teamwork and 
a visionary teacher librarian with bound-
less energy and a can-do attitude who was 
able to breathe life into a space that will 
challenge today’s students with their to-
morrows in mind.  Angie, the new teacher 
librarian hired for this space, transformed 
it into an engaging and inviting place 
where organized chaos fueled student and 
staff inquiry and learning.  She embraced 
the concepts of creating a program where 
knowledge and understanding would be 
the focus of interactive instruction.  Here 
she talks about this process:

Angie: I was thrilled when I received the 
phone call in July 2009 and was informed 
that I would be the teacher librarian for the 
new Glen Allen High School.  Though Hen-
rico County always provides a planning 
teacher librarian to open new schools, this 

was the fi rst time a full year was allocated 
for this professional.   This meant I would 
have an entire year to study best practices, 
physical space design, plan the collection, 
and develop programs.  I had no idea what 
an enormous job this would be, nor how 
tremendously rewarding. 

One of my fi rst tasks was to sit down 
with my principal and the district’s teacher 
librarian specialist, Ann Martin, to discuss 
our shared vision for the library.  Each of 
us had a similar vision for the library that 
arose from a new paradigm.  The heart of 
the school was my description.  The cen-
ter of the school for research, information, 
and technology that is inviting and user-
friendly was the principal’s vision.  A 21st 
century space that defi nes information lit-
eracy, develops and refi nes critical think-
ing within a social context that will allow 
students to grow personally and academi-

THE laST UNICorN
The Last unicorn. Peter S. Beagle, 
Peter B. Gillis, Renae De Liz, and Ray 
Dillon.  IDW, 2011.  $24.99.  978-1-
60010-851-8.  Grades 4 and up.
For centuries, she has watched the 
forest creatures she protects enter the 
world, fight and love their way through 
their short lives, then die.  And on the 
day she finally leaves the forest, what 
she becomes may make her wish she 
had never learned that she is the last 
unicorn.

Beagle’s original novel is a master-
piece of fantasy, and this, the first comic 
book adaptation of that legendary 
novel, is executed with vivid affection.  
Breaking down Beagle’s novel must 
have been a herculean chore, consid-
ering that one of the great strengths 
of the novel is Beagle’s lush voice, and 
Gillis takes great pains not to transfer 
long passages of lilting language onto 
the comics page, where such verbiage 
would become quickly tiresome.  But 
the real treat of this adaptation is De 
Liz’s evocative use of layout.  One 
spread, for example, relates the brief 
tale of an old woman who still weeps 
when she recalls the unicorn she saw 
as a child.  The left side of the spread 
shows the girl, wide-eyed and shining 
with life.  The right shows the old 
woman, wrinkled and tear-stained.  
Across the bottom of the spread runs a 
vine, its woody knots a foreshadowing 
of the woman, its budding blossoms a 
remembrance of the girl.  Each spread 
is just as thoughtfully composed, and 
the result is that this important story 
thrives in its new form.
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“The process of opening a new school takes years, 

so the planning focus must include an eye on the 

future.  it is one thing to design a library for 2011 

but another to design a learning commons that 

will anticipate future needs.”
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Interactive white boards and other technology promote learning and collaboration.



cally was the vision from Ann Martin.  I 
finally refined it down to: “A 21st century 
library of technology and information lit-
eracy governed by an open and welcoming 
culture.”  The learning commons philoso-
phy was ideal for the Glen Allen library 
program, because we wanted to develop 
a sense of ownership by administration, 
staff, students, and parents.  We wanted 
to use the space in a flexible way, so that 
there would be options for all students’ 
needs—from quiet areas to collaborative 
spaces.  From this vision grew the Glen Al-
len High School Library.

Since Henrico County has a one-to-one 
laptop initiative in the secondary schools, 
having 24/7 access was possible for stu-
dents at this high school.  I set about to 
make the library more than just a physical 
place but also a virtual place; this could 
easily be accomplished since each stu-
dent had computer access at school. Hen-
rico County provides a district-wide flex-
ible teaching and learning platform called 
SchoolSpace, which is an adaptation of 
ANGEL Learning. The students contribute 
to the virtual library through this platform 
which, in effect, becomes a digital locker 
storing information for students and staff 
to share.  This virtual setting where stu-
dents can blog, continue discussions, and 
send evaluations to the library provides a 
social world that addresses their need for 
collaboration and communication. The fac-
ulty and staff have found it informative to 
follow conversations among their students 
as they collaborate to complete assign-
ments in virtual teams. 

Access to information was and is a 
primary goal. My first task was to pro-
vide up-to-date materials to enhance the 
instruction being provided in the class-
rooms. Students, teachers, and other 
teacher librarians were consulted to deter-
mine what would actually be included in 
that opening day collection.  SchoolSpace 
provides constant access to the physical 
collection by allowing students to reserve 
books from home; it also provides access 
to county-wide databases at the click of a 
button.   Currently, I consult with the fac-
ulty and students concerning what they 
would like to see included in the collection 

on an ongoing basis. A blog is provided 
on SchoolSpace for the staff, students, and 
community to review books and to offer 
suggestions for inclusion in the library.   It 
is so fun to have students stop by to ask, 
“Has my book come in yet?”,  because it 
emphasizes the concept that the collection 
belongs to the learning community.

A physical library is the launching pad 
for lessons.  Through the power of technol-
ogy, lessons continue beyond the limit of 
four walls. Often lesson concepts expand 
on SchoolSpace after the students leave 
the physical library.   Classroom interac-
tive white boards and various technologies 
such as glogster, animoto, voice thread, 
ToonDoo,and  prezi, etc. magnify the pos-
sibilities of lesson development.  But I 
wanted this library program to not just 
encompass four physical walls and a vir-
tual space; I also wanted it to be an intro-
duction to the world.  So outside we went 
with GPS units, as geocaching technology 
became instrumental in creating lessons 
from all parts of the curriculum and intro-
duced us to the community in which we 
live. GoogleEarth, in conjunction with geo-
caching, opened up the global world and 
a whole new way to experience the cur-
riculum.  Twelve Nooks were purchased to 
allow students and faculty access to read-
ing in a different way.  Thirty iPods were 
purchased to round out the technology we 
lend.  Students have done presentations, 
added musical accompaniment to a lesson, 
or enhanced a tour of the art gallery at the 
school using these devices.  They have re-
corded information about the art in both 
French and English.  They have used many 
of these tools to access all kinds of infor-
mation, a critical first step.  The physical 
space melted away, as students and staff 
used a technology-rich environment that 
included a virtual interactive library.

Our central program needed to stress 
critical thinking, problem solving, inde-
pendent research, and ethical use of tech-
nology and information.  This would only 
be successful if collaboration between 
teachers, the teacher librarian, and teacher 
technologist occurred. Cooperative plan-
ning was essential in order to incorporate 
the library and technology goals into each 

Study Island. http://www.studyis-
land.com/. Gr. K - 12 Here is one of the 
well developed drill and skill subscription 
options available today. Study Island is 
an integrated learning system that is web 
based. It provides learning activities tied 
to common core and state standards for 
learners of all ages.  Kindergarten students 
start with reading and math. The lessons 
include appropriate audio prompts and 
are engaging. Writing lessons for all levels 
closely match state tests. The writing 
prompts are straight forward. Learners 
work with a built in word processor and 
can easily submit their work to be graded. 
A series of technology lessons aimed at 
middle school students touch on basic 
computer skills as well as digital citizen-
ship. High school options cover algebra, 
biology, Shakespeare, and several AP 
courses.

The classroom manager option is 
easy-to-use and powerful. Parent commu-
nication choices allow for automation of 
notices. Reporting selections give a class 
and individual student view. The graphs 
provide an excellent visual look at learner 
progress.  The real time feature makes this 
a superb tool for RTI situations. Built-in 
tools allow for creating custom assign-
ments and assessments.  The subscription 
includes not only access at school but 
access at home, after school club location, 
and the public library. This range of access 
provides a number of ways to involve 
parents in helping students practice skills. 
Study Island is a superb drill and skill 
system with wonderful parent communica-
tion options and easy to use management 
tools.  

Suggested uses—

• Use portions with a projector/IWB as a 
whole class activity
• Use as a differentiation tool for your 
classroom
• Create a school based assignment that 
engages all grade levels
• Engage parents with the communication 
tools
• Provide an activity for students to do with 
their parents at home

Bookmarkit
JOANNE TROuTNER

BEST NEW SOfTWARE

18   T E A C H E R  L I B R A R I A N   3 8 : 5



J U N E  2 0 1 1    19

teacher’s curricular goals. Since technol-
ogy skills are essential for both teachers 
and teacher librarians, placing the teacher 
technologist within the learning commons 
makes for  powerful teaching opportuni-
ties.  The availability of this team within 
the learning commons provides impetus to 
develop technology-rich lessons that create 
real world situations.  Curricular content 
and 21st century skills—rather than sepa-
rate agendas—need to be integrated. 

Integrating content curriculum with 
the library program is essential for student 
success.  Having been a teacher, I know 
how hard it is to set aside one more minute 
during the day for a meeting, so I utilized 
the technology we had and began meet-
ing in chat rooms, through email, and at 
lunch.  As teachers began to see the value 
of combining their goals with our goals, 
more and more teachers began stopping by 
during their planning periods to discuss a 
collaborative lesson.   Lessons where stu-
dents needed to think critically, draw con-
clusions, make informed decisions, apply 
knowledge to new situations, and then use 
that knowledge to create new knowledge 
began to be the norm. At Glen Allen, the 
teachers, the teacher librarian, and teacher 
technologist collaborated on a venue where 
students can realize the importance of be-
ing a productive member of a democratic 
society by sharing their knowledge.  

Each day the program schedule 
brings new opportunities to collabo-
rate.  An example of an integrated, co-
taught lesson is the unit on the Fibonacci 
Sequence and its importance to poetry, mu-
sic, and art. Library lessons were already 
taking place in classrooms, virtual com-
munities, and the library.  Next we moved 
outdoors where students used GPS units 
to enhance lessons in literature, science, 
business, marketing, and social studies. 
The GPS units were used to connect real 
world problem solving by applying criti-

cal thinking to their curricular knowledge. 
Exploring new avenues for integration and 
lesson delivery continue, as our staff dream 
of possibilities of where they can go next. 

The fl exible physical space at Glen Al-
len lends itself to collaborative planning, 
teaching, and learning.  Pockets where 
students can work in small or large groups 
were part of the design. The entrance is set 
back to provide an area for students to sit 
and work together on projects that require 
louder conversations.  

The long entrance with book shelves 
make natural bays for the stationary 
bikes.  These bikes are part of a district-
wide initiative that resulted from collabo-
ration between the Educational Specialist 
for Physical Education and the Educational 
Specialist for Library Services. The desire 
to fi ght obesity and provide action-based 
learning was the basis for a grant proposal 
that placed four stationary bikes in every 
secondary library in Henrico County. The 
correlation between exercise and reading 
blended, teaching the whole child—body 
and mind. The Glen Allen teacher librarian 
developed a Read Across America program 
for the students and staff. The library phys-
ical space is open, which allows for fl ex-
ibility; so, the offi ce by the entrance can 
double as a recording studio for projects 
such as the art museum. The workroom 
becomes a kitchen at times when food ac-
tivities are part of a lesson. The 60” high 
defi nition TV is a stopping place for stu-
dents to access information such as news, 
sports, and cultural events 24/7.  In this 
section of the library are café tables where 
students gather to chat in an informal, 
comfortable space. These chairs and tables 
can be moved easily to expand or collapse 
groups. The area with an Interactive White 
Board has tables and chairs to accomo-
date a class, while an adjacent area carves 
space for smaller groups to work or for the 
teachers to work on inquiry-based lessons. 

Books and computers mesh into the back-
ground, as the space drives the needs of 
staff and students.

My fi nal goal was to make sure that 
students and faculty got my personal at-
tention.  Key to this was to help students 
and faculty pursue personal and aesthetic 
growth through reading for pleasure and 
personal learning.  I knew that if I could 
get students into this facility, I could get 
them to read.  They were either going to be 
reading and working collaboratively here 
or be at Barnes and Noble or Starbucks.   I 
used board games, a Wii console, a recliner 
soft chair, and four exercise bikes to en-
tice the students and staff into the library. 
Additionally, students were allowed to 
bring food and drink into the library.  They 
streamed into this facility to eat lunch 
and get a cup of coffee or hot chocolate. 
It was such a novel approach for the stu-
dents to have a space they could call their 
own, that a culture of respect and caring 
developed. Many visitors of this learning 
commons space state, “You let students eat 
in the library?” The wonderful outcome is 
that students value the privilege to use the 
space and, as a result, they are respectful of 
the facility. They embrace its casual atmo-
sphere, making sure they leave it as clean 
or cleaner than when they arrived.

Henrico School District has had laptop 
environment for 10 years. 

“A physical library is the launching pad for les-

sons.  Through the power of technology, lessons 

continue beyond the limit of four walls.”



When the design team planned the 
school, the library facility was put at the 
center of the school and at the center of the 
academic wings.  The library truly is the 
heart of the school.  It is always full of stu-
dents engaged in learning, communicating, 
researching, playing, talking, and navigat-
ing their way through high school.  The 
trip in high school is not always easy; 
decisions are at times over-whelming and 
life changing.  Therefore, there has to be 
a place where a student can come to talk 
about options, to fi nd answers, to read for 
pleasure and escape, and to enjoy learn-
ing.  That is what the library is at Glen Al-
len High School:  “A 21st century library of 
technology and information literacy gov-
erned by an open and welcoming culture.”

That is what makes the library at Glen 
Allen the heart of the school.

SUmmary By aNN marTIN

Planning the Glen Allen library was ex-
citing and energizing. The physical and 
virtual space emerged with a vitality that 
mandated use. This happened because the 
design, vision, and functionality of Glen 
Allen High School were grounded in the 
learning commons philosophy—trigger-
ing buy-in from users at multiple levels. 
Now, the Glen Allen High School library 
is abuzz with activity from the beginning 
until the end of the day. What could be 
termed “controlled chaos” ebbs and fl ows 
throughout the day, as students, staff, and 
administrators make the library a must 
stop. Instruction is alive with collabora-
tive brainstorming that breathes life into 
the content standards, infusing creativity, 
communication, and relevance into student 
inquiry. This wonderful library thrives, be-
cause the teacher librarian creates an at-
mosphere of openness toward the learning 
commons philosophy in which collabora-
tion, communication, and user input drive 
the program. The library refl ects the users’ 
needs and tendencies. It honors 21st cen-
tury learners who are inspired to solve real 
life problems, connect learning to relevant 
concepts, and use technology to share what 
they learned. What this library program 
achieves is a commitment to integrating 

curriculum, building connections, imple-
menting dynamic learning strategies, and 
most important, fostering visionary leader-
ship.
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CUrrICUlUm
Brave Escape of Edith Wharton: 
a Biography. Connie Nordhielm 
Wooldridge. Clarion Books, 2010. $20.  
978-0-547-23630-8. Grades 7-12. As 
the title implies, Wharton found a way 
to blend her high society life with her 
desire to be a writer. With photographs 
and antidotes, the author provides inter-
esting details of the life of this unique 
woman. Extensive chapter notes, bibliog-
raphy, and index are appended. Use with 
high school literature classes.

captain Mac: the Life of Donald 
Baxter MacMillan, Arctic Explorer. 
Mary Morton Cowan. Calkins Creek, 
2010. $17.95. 978-1-59078-709-0. Grades 
6-9. This fascinating account of the 
daring and courageous Arctic explorer 
will appeal to science readers as well 
as those interested in true adventure 
stories. Timeline, notes, bibliography, 
further reading, and a detailed index 
complete the back matter. 

frederick Douglass: a Noble Life. 
David A. Adler. Holiday House, 2010. 
$18.95. 978-0-8234-2056-1. Grades 7-10. 
With Adler’s usual attention to the facts, 
here is an outstanding fit for connecting 
with history, speech, government, and 
literature courses. Douglass’s childhood 
as a slave proved to be instrumental 
in his adult fervor for freedom for all. 
Beautiful sketches and photos enhance 
many of the pages along with compre-
hensive notes, time line, and index. 

Self-Reliance: the Story of Ralph 
Waldo Emerson [World Writers]. Peggy 
Caravantes. Morgan Reynolds, 2011. 
$28.95. 978-1-59935-124-7. Grades 7-10. 
Interspersed with photographs, sketches, 
and Emerson’s quotes, the text is an 
interesting read for students beginning 
the study of this influential American 
author and philosopher. A timeline, 
chapter notes, index, and photo credits 
make this useful for literature and philos-
ophy reports.
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