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feaTureARtiCLE

Digital libraries and 

resources are now launched 

from the school web sites. 

Toward a Learning 
Commons: 
My Journey; Your Journey

needs of clients: students, teachers, and the 
community. The new directives encourage 
us to expand our space from the physical 
into virtual space. Many school libraries al-
ready have web sites to promote what they 
do. The new virtual spaces for our libraries 
go beyond just a school web site. Digital 
libraries and resources are now launched 
from the school web sites. This is a respon-
sive approach to learning collaboratively 
to help us focus on the ever expanding and 
changing needs of our students It expands 
(explodes) the learning experience, helping 
students and educators learn and collabo-
rate in virtual spaces beyond the walls of 
the classroom or school building. The stu-
dents and teachers of today need to be able 
to learn how to learn on demand and ab-
sorb information from multiple sources to 
create or build knowledge collaboratively.

• Read a book about the learning com-
mons. Try The New School Learning Com-
mons Where Learners Win by David Lo-
ertscher, Carol Koechlin, and Sandi Zwaan 
(Hi Willow, 2008) or the book for adminis-
trators, Building a Learning Commons by 
Esther Rosenfeld and David Loetscher (Hi-
Willow, 2009), or a collection of ideas such 
as Learning Commons Treasury by David 
Leortscher and Elizabeth “Betty” Marcoux 
(HiWillow, 2010). Look in the literature for 
ideas that shift the focus from creating a 
library organization to a place centered 
on the current client needs in learning, 
teaching, technology, and creative expres-
sion. For example, I had not heard of the 
term “Learning Commons” but I had been 
going down that path for most of my ca-
reer. I have been working on Differenti-

“Libraries without walls, books 
without cover” was the title of a 
workshop about computers and 

the library resource center that I presented 
over 15 years ago. 
Technology was just starting to transform the library at that time. Now, as a shift occurs 
from library to learning commons, there has been a shift in the philosophy and approach 
to information and the student in the school library. The shift has been from learning 
information to knowledge creation, collaboration, sharing, and publishing. We now see 
ourselves as life long learners who have a digital footprint on the interactive World Wide 
Web and information system. We are collaborating with people from the next classroom, 
family of schools, across the province or country or around the world. We, our students 
and fellow teachers are creating knowledge and then publishing it for people any where 
in the world. There is a whole new concept of developing or cultivating ourselves and our 
students as life long learners. We are all learners and it is more than just being a lifetime 
of learning.

Therefore, as I traced my own path of evolution and revolution as a teacher-librarian 
over the years, I began to wonder what your journey as a reader might have been com-
pared with mine? And, for the pre-service teacher-librarian, what shifts are you imagining 
as you begin to transform a school library into a learning commons?

I will refer to a number of shifts in direction, or signposts along the way that I encoun-
tered as I chose new paths for my own practice. Compare my journey with your own either 
in practice or in theory as we plan our journey into the realities before us.

signposT 1: explore a new vision

I recommend surrounding yourself with some visionary documents that lead to the idea of 
a learning commons. Here are some favorites. What are yours?

• Start with a national or provincial document such as the AASL National Standards 
and the Common Core Standards, the ISTE NETS Standards, the P21 Standards or in 
Canada with a provincial document such as Ontario’s “Together We Learn.” For example, 
in Together We Learn, we are introduced to the terms “learning commons” and “informa-
tion commons” that suggest approaching learning and information from a collaborative 
perspective, and empowers the teacher-librarian to be more fl exible and responsive to the 
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ated Instruction, Instructional Intelligence, 
Layered Curriculum, 21st Century Literacy 
Skills, and Web 2.0 resources. We have 
been using the Internet to get information. 
Safety was important for our students but 
has been mostly based on safe guarding 
them against inappropriate information. 
Now the Internet and Web 2.0 is all about 
two-way interaction. Instead of being on 
a rural country road we are on a super 
highway where crossing the digital road is 
more complicated and dangerous. I learned 
that the essence of the learning commons 
approach is the approach to learning for 
my clients (students and teachers); trying 
to match their learning styles and multiple 
intelligences with a variety of sources of 
information and different approaches to 
information. We have started to increase 
the amount of information presented in a 
more graphic/visual format. 

• I have been working with teachers to 
help them use tools like differentiated in-
struction, Instructional intelligence, Under-
standing by Design, e books and electronic 
databases, as well as and assessment for 
learning. The role of teacher-librarians is 
to help students and teachers get to where 
they want to go. The new learner needs to 
be provided with rich learning experiences 
to help them make connections to their in-
terests and needs. Teacher-librarians have 
been trying to help students work together 
to create, collaborate, edit, publish, and 
share with small select groups or world 
wide. Now the mandate has been spelled 
out, giving us a direction to go beyond to 
the knowledge super market that is open 
24/7/365.

• Check Point: What paths of new 
ideas have you explored? What major 
documents have helped you turn your fo-
cus from an organization-centered library 
into a client-centered learning commons?

signposT 2: Transform 
your own experTise

• Constantly build new expertise as 
the world of technology and informa-
tion changes. The new role as 21st Century 
teacher-librarian has a lot to offer its cli-
ents. We need the tools and skills to engage 

all the learners we service as our clientele. 
The qualities or skill set we need to have 
or develop is changing. We need to have a 
long-range vision to help students develop 
skill sets for the jobs and careers that may 
not have been created. We need to develop 
personal qualities such as imagination and 
creativity for ourselves and our clients. 
We can help our clients move away from 
the traditional approaches of teaching and 
learning to problem solving and creating 
products. We require confidence, self es-
teem, as well as cultural awareness of our 
world and the information we are interact-
ing with. We are all members of the global 
village and have a responsibility to be good 
global citizens.

• Checkpoint: What skill sets have 
you or are you developing right now? It 
is not enough to have a repertoire of Web 
2.0 tools; instead, it is about knowing how 
to use those tools to deepen understand-
ing and to learn how to learn. As the move 
toward informational and complex texts 
pushes forward, what is your stance on 
creating interest and engagement beyond 
the world of fiction? Can you and do you 
learn quickly any particular technology 
that comes down the pike? As the world 
continues to go digital, are you as comfort-
able in that world as you are in the print 
world?

signposT 3: Transform 
your library’s physical 
anD virTual spaces

• What is the look and feel of your 
learning commons? School libraries are 
changing to meet the needs of 21st century 
clients. The school library has always been 
a service provider. We have also been like 
consultants who advise and help our cli-
ents. The new twist is that we need to be 
learners who are learning from and with 
our clients. The physical library space may 
look the same with book shelves and dis-
plays on the walls but we now have wide 
range of technologies integrated into the 
services we offer. My library is equipped 
with books like a 20th century school li-
brary, but there are fewer paper books than 
in the past. Instead we have online books 

and resources to give students the informa-
tion they need. We have added more com-
puters, interactive web pages, and now we 
are starting to add e books on our network. 
We have gone from being a grocery store 
where you go to shop for the supplies to 
create a project to one of a well-equipped 
and stocked kitchen that allows you to pre-
pare and cook any kind of dish.

• Is the space really designed for the 
21st century student? What physical 
changes could be made?

The atmosphere of the library when 
I arrived was not friendly or welcoming, 
which is necessary to invite our needed cli-
entele. I enjoy the atmosphere of a Chapters 
bookstore where you can sit in comfortable 
chairs and read. With that goal in mind, 
some empty stacks were removed and the 
remaining books were reorganized. Mini 
display areas were created with comfort-
able seating to highlight some of the books 
on shelves. In the area where the shelves 
were removed, a multimedia learning en-
vironment was created by installing a 
SMART Board, student response systems, a 
document camera, and a Wii system. More 
collaborative work space areas were cre-
ated for students to do homework or work 
in groups on projects. The major change 
made the new learning commons look 
like a learning space rather than a storage 
space or supermarket. And, it is flexible so 
that it can accommodate the type of learn-
ing experience of the moment.

• What about the virtual space in the 
learning commons?

The following resources did not ex-
ist when I started as a teacher-librarian: 
web pages with online help and research 
tutorials, plagiarism detection software 
like Turnitin to help teach students about 
academic honesty and plagiarism. Adobe 
Photoshop and online picture editing soft-
ware like Picnick, online photo sharing 
like Flickr and Photobucket (photos can 
be shared publicly with tags so that you 
can search by key words), or Xtranormal 
(if you can type you can make movies), 
Ed.VoiceThreads (transforming media into 
collaborative spaces with video, voice, and 
text commenting), Comic Life, Bitstrips 
(making graphic novels and sequential 
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art), Moodles (interactive learning envi-
ronments), Blogs, Podcasts, and Forums 
(allowing interaction of teachers, students 
and the outside world to discuss ideas, 
and more), online courses for credit and 
interest, as well as electronic versions of 
books, magazines, and encyclopedias like 
the Britannica, World Book; teacher and 
student resources like Thinkfinity that has 
thousands of lesson plans and activities for 
teachers and students, SMART Teacher Ex-
change (over 29,000 SMART Board lessons 
and resources created for teachers and stu-
dents), online course outlines and resources 
provided by the Ministry of Education, In-
teractive Graphic Organizers and electronic 
portfolios, interactive whiteboards, Student 
Response Systems, Internet searching of 
hundreds of databases, electronic ency-
clopedias, 24/7 access to information, cre-
ative commons images, students sharing 
videos, pictures, and assignments, phones 
with text messaging, digital cameras and 
videos, collaborative tools for word pro-
cessing, spreadsheets, and PowerPoint pre-
sentations. These resources are now the 
backbone of our virtual learning commons.

• What about outreach?
I do not coach a school sports team or 

club, but I “coach” students individually 
and act as a mentor or team-teach with 
teachers. My extra curricular time involves 
keeping the library open for student and 
staff use before and after school and during 
lunch time. I offer workshops for teach-
ers and students after school or during a 
teacher’s prep period. I work with teach-
ers when they introduce something new in 
the classroom and act as a safety net when 
they try it. 

• Can students actually “connect” in 
the learning commons? Students are have 
trouble connecting with the school envi-
ronment because there is no connection 
between their real world and the world 
created inside the school and classroom. 
Can students and teachers in your learning 
commons connect to the digital world on 
their own preferred device? Can everyone 
who wants to connect do so because there 
is enough bandwidth to handle the traffic?

Outside the school, communication is 
instant with friends. Inside the classroom 

cell phones, e-mail, and texting has not 
been embraced. There are some issues 
here that need to be clarified and solved. 
What is there about the environment of 
the learning commons vs. the older library 
concept that signals to the learner that this 
learning commons space is “their space?”

signposT 4: change your 
role wiTh Teachers

• What roles go beyond just support 
and supply? Teacher-librarians are cur-
riculum leaders. We see the big picture and 
can help teachers make the connections. 
We lead the way in teaching students and 
teachers how to access, evaluate, sort, or-
ganize, and record information and create 
summative assignments. We help teach-
ers design learning experiences where 
students can create anything they want 
because the resources can be unlimited. 
Students can create a traditional report or 
be more creative and produce multime-
dia projects. Learning is not restricted to 
the classroom. Teachers are collaborating 
with other teachers and teacher-librarians 
within their school districts and around the 
world. Teachers are learning along with the 
students. 

We have two computer labs. I assist 
teachers in learning how to use the new 
technology and incorporate it into their 
curriculum. I create Google docs for les-
sons or library activities that teachers have 
planned with me. I use the school network 
to store files and presentations. We have 
“Hand In” and “Hand Out” folders on the 
school computer network for teachers to 
store files with students.

Differentiated Instruction and Instruc-
tional Intelligence are focuses for our dis-
trict and school. Differentiated Instruction 
or layering instruction or creating multiple 
pathways for student learning means cre-
ating tasks and assignments that are mean-
ingful, engaging and challenging. Learning 
is based on student readiness and works 
with their strengths and interests and 
builds on their areas of improvement. The 
library purchases resources to help teachers 
incorporate differentiated instruction, in-
structional intelligence strategies, graphic 

organizers like mind maps, concept maps 
or Venn diagrams and fish-bones diagrams 
into their curriculum.

In the library, in September, we did an 
electronic student profile survey of most of 
our grade 9 students and some other classes 
to gauge their use of technology, research 
skills, learning styles, reading habits, and 
interests. The survey provided data to as-
sist teachers develop programs and create 
projects that match the learning styles of 
their students. It also pointed out student 
weaknesses and areas requiring more help. 
Over half of the students surveyed did not 
use the online card catalog to find books; 
half of the students like to read graphic 
novels; half of the students were visual 
learners and the other half were kinesthetic 
learners; over half of the students did not 
do homework and considered themselves 
good scavengers when looking for material 
on the Internet.

• Checkpoint: Do teachers consider us 
central to quality teaching and learning? 
Are we indispensible and a natural teach-
ing partner? Do teaching teams want us in-
cluded in their planning periods? Do they 
feel comfortable teaching alongside us as 
we concentrate on teaching content and 
teaching how to learn? Do we both assess 
the results of our collaborative work?

signposT 5: DisregarD any 
sign ThaT says you have 
arriveD aT your DesTina-
Tion

Do we ever “arrive at the destination of our 
professional journey?” Like much of the 
computer software out there, it seems we 
are now in the era of the continual beta: 
ready to use right now, but constantly be-
ing updated. My approach to the learning 
commons has been a combination of tra-
ditional and non-traditional mixed with 
the infusion of technology and mentor-
ing. The learning commons needs books 
and print material to meet the needs of 
our traditional clients. Not everyone likes 
or enjoys reading information from a com-
puter screen or e book. But we also need to 
embrace the technologies that students are 
using outside the classroom. The world is 
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moving into the area of e-books, e-news-
paper and magazines, and e-readers. The 
new smart phones are e-readers. All of this 
leads me to my approach. I have tried to 
make the learning commons not so much 
a grocery store for information but rather 
a master chef’s kitchen whose owner likes 
to cook a variety of dishes. Our students 
like to create multimedia projects as well 
as traditional ones. We connect with people 
and ideas through mentoring, team teach-
ing, leading, and acting as a safety net. We 
are the change agents that will allow our 
libraries to be reinvented and transformed. 
Life in my learning commons keeps me 
busy and life is never dull. 

reflecTion on my own 
Journey

Looking back, here are some personal in-
dicators of success over time. The learn-
ing commons has extended its hours of 
operation to allow more access to its 
physical space. Students are coming in 
shortly after they get of the bus and stay 
until classes start in the morning. Stu-
dents are working on school work and 
assignments or connecting with friends. 
Teachers are coming in to book resources 
or equipment for their classes. In the past, 
the library was not open before or after 
school or during the entire lunch period. 
Now the resource center is a place to meet 
and collaborate. 

When new material comes into the 
learning commons an email is sent or 
personal contact is made with teachers to 
tell them about the resources and possible 
connections to the curriculum. A book dis-
play table and a book shelf to display new 
books with chairs for students to sit and 
read have been set up. Two couches have 
been placed near the magazines for stu-
dents to read quietly. The couches almost 
always have students in them. Students 
come looking for the new books to check 
out. New resources are also listed on the 
announcement TVs outside the school of-
fi ce, cafeteria, and outside and inside the 
learning commons. 

Students suggest new books that they 
want to read or think others would be in-

terested in reading. These books are added 
to the collection.

We have added new technologies like 
digital cameras, digital video cameras, stu-
dent response systems, wireless tablets that 
can be signed out by teachers and students. 
Our clients are taught to use this new tech-
nology. 

The learning commons is always busy 
with multiple classes doing a variety of 
work.

Teachers ask me to trouble shoot and 
problem solve. Students and teachers are 
sharing what they have learned with each 
other and occasionally the students show 
me what I do no know. Teachers are aware 
of my expertise related to technology and 
the Internet. I work with the teachers in de-
signing and delivering technology related 
content when they ask for my help. I buy 
books to help them learn and use the soft-
ware in the classroom. Students are sent to 
the learning common to get help solving 
problems related to information technol-
ogy. Using the student profi le survey we 
have identifi ed gaps in student learning 
and then run sessions or workshops to help 
improve students skills in that area. 

I work with teachers implementing Dif-
ferentiated Instruction and Assessment in 
their classroom. I also design graphic orga-
nizers to help students organize informa-
tion they have learned. These graphic or-
ganizers have been used by many teachers 
and school in our system. I use the SMART 
Board to deliver lessons and then post them 
to the school network for teachers and stu-
dents to reference and access later. I have 
built generic and specifi c lessons for sub-
jects and grade levels. Resources are then 
posted on the school library web site. T h e 
library program is light years from where 
it was when I started. The space is more 
fl exible. Technology is being demonstrated 
with the different classes. Student response 
systems such as SMART Response Systems, 
wireless tablets such as SMART Slate, and 
SMART document cameras are used to 
show teachers and students how to inte-
grate them in their classroom. Discussions 
with teachers and students are ongoing to 
show and help them develop 21st Century 
literacy skills. Staff and students are sug-

gesting resources that should be added to 
the collection for the assignments that are 
being created by teachers. Four students 
from different grade levels went on a book 
buying trip to select new resources for the 
library. 

I think my approach to teaching and 
learning is working and others have come 
to see what I have been doing. I share my 
knowledge and interest through daily in-
teraction with staff and students and at 
conferences across Ontario and elsewhere. 

final signposT: over To 
you

Now it is your turn to refl ect on your own 
journey and make a plan for new vistas 
that will move you toward indispensability 
and into the heart of teaching and learn-
ing. Join me on the journey. And, let’s 
make it a great one!

Bruce White is the teacher-librarian at In-
gersoll District Collegiate Institute, London, 
ON. He may be contacted at br.white@
tvdsb.on.ca.


