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The questions they are asking are no different than those being asked elsewhere. What is 
our changing role as teacher librarians? Where does technology fi t in the school and li-
brary? What is the learning commons? How does that model fi t my school’s vision and my 
vision? A recent tour of fi ve schools in the Vancouver area has revealed some interesting 
answers to these questions, in addition to unearthing more questions.

Moira Ekdahl is a part-time TL at John Oliver Secondary School in the Vancouver 
school district. The other part of her role is as the district teacher librarian mentor. She 
moved from Gladstone Secondary, where she had transformed the library to a learning 
commons, to another school that was in desperate need of an overhaul. Ekdahl’s attraction 
to the new position was, in large part, due to the fact that an innovative administrator 
was at John Oliver and recognized the need to make a change. The building is old and the 
space is an internal room with no access to natural light. High, immovable shelving in-
creased the feeling of a large, claustrophobic storage space. Ekdahl explains that those few 
students who used the library tended to take advantage of the fact that there were multiple 
places to hide and do things they would not do if they were in plain sight. 

With energy, fi nancial and moral support from her administration, and creative use of 
donations, she was able to transform the space to an open and vibrant place that encour-
ages student use. When students enter, they walk through what she calls her “Starbucks 
space.” Not that the intent of the space is to be a totally social space—it does have a 
Smartboard and is easily a small group presentation/collaborative work space—but the fur-
nishings came from a recently renovated Starbucks in the neighborhood and has therefore 
taken on a coffee shop feel. A parent at the school was involved in the business’s renova-
tion and was able to donate the outgoing furniture to the school. 

There are enclaves of comfortable seating surrounded by fi ction. There are easily move-
able tables, chairs, and low shelves that can be reconfi gured for any teaching/learning 
purpose and the remaining fi xed shelving is arranged in a manner that provides more 
secluded individual work spaces. Two other Smartboards exist in the space with differ-
ent confi gurations of tables and chairs allowing the possibility of three simultaneous 
classes to be working. Computers are on high “bars” with matching bar-height stools 

and there is a small studio set up for au-
dio and video production work complete 
with green screen and lighting. Ekdahl is 
in the process of trialing iPads and laptops 
to see what platform is most effective for 
the kinds of work that her students are do-
ing and is currently working on funding to 
obtain a complete set of one of the portable 
platforms in order to facilitate more fl ex-
ible technology use within her space.

Students are now abundant in the 
learning commons. School-wide fi lm fes-
tivals have a home. Students are gathering 
to study and read for enjoyment. Comput-
ers are always in use and class bookings 
have increased. The existence of hard data 
to support the time and expense involved 
in transforming the space is scant to date. 
This is in part related to a number of fac-
tors including the relatively short time the 
learning commons has been open (opened 
October 2011) and that Ekdahl is relatively 
new to the school (this is her third year). 
Making the task no easier is the fact that 
digital and open access resources are be-
coming more common so comparing data 
such as circulation statistics is somewhat 
like comparing apples to oranges. Many of 
the kinds of changes that the transforma-
tion has brought about are not measurable 
by quantifi able means. The qualitative data 
suggests many positive changes in attitude 
and use, but a report written on the John 
Oliver space indicates that this is a stepping 
stone and there are many more improve-
ments—for the most part in systems, tech-
nology, and attitudes—that are remaining. 
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“Students are now 

abundant in the learning 

commons. School-wide 

film festivals have a 

home.”

As in many parts of North America, if not the 
world, teacher librarians in British Columbia 

are busy thinking and talking about the future of 
libraries in their schools.
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The largest suburb of Vancouver is the 
city of Surrey. The school district there 
implemented a learning commons initia-
tive last year that is just now beginning to 
show signs of success as doors opened to 
new visions and spaces for this school year.

Johnston Heights Secondary is likely 
the most dramatic of these situations. 
While applying for and receiving district 
support for their transformation was im-
portant to the process, there were many 
factors at play. Last year, the previous 
teacher librarian announced her retirement. 
Her space was a traditional school library 
with an abundance of shelving and fi ling 
cabinets housing newspaper clippings and 
the like. It was a functional and success-
ful space/library for years, but the learning 
community required changes. Within the 
school was a teacher who had left librar-
ianship to pursue another specialty who 
was asked if she would be interested in 
taking on the task of reworking the school 
library. Michelle Hall jumped at the oppor-
tunity and with the strong support of her 
administration, embarked on a journey to 
redesign the space and function. 

Many visits, discussions, and applica-
tions later, she had developed a clear vision 
for what the new learning commons should 
look like. After the last day of school, the 
hard, physical work began. VHS cassettes 
were distributed to anyone who would 
take them, fi ling cabinets were emptied 
and removed, the collection was weeded, 
and furniture removed. New, easily mobile 
furniture was brought in. The circulation 
desk was reconfi gured to take up much less 
space and sight lines were opened by re-
moving some of the high shelves. An iPad 
cart found a home in the space to join the 
existing desktop computers. At the time 

of writing, there was still furniture to be 
delivered and projectors and screens to be 
mounted. New computers are also going to 
be added to the tech tools in the space.

The biggest change reported was in the 
attitude of the entire community to the 
space. Visitors to the school are told by 
reception that “We don’t have a library, 
we have a learning commons.” Students 
are heard correcting adult supervisors 
when told to stop talking: “This is a learn-
ing commons. We’re allowed to talk!” The 
community is taking pride and ownership 
of a space that, until recently, was felt to be 
available by appointment only and strictly 
regimented by a single person. Time will 
tell what lasting effects the new space will 
have, but early reports are very positive. 

Fraser Heights Secondary and Clayton 
Heights Secondary are an interesting pair 
of schools. While there are differences, 
what is most interesting is the similarities 
between the two. Both schools have the 
same blueprint. This is not uncommon in 
British Columbia, where a district or region 
will have many schools that are built by 
the same architect with the same space and 
funding formulas from the Ministry of Edu-
cation. This results in identical, or at least 
very similar, fl oor plans. The learning com-
mons spaces at these schools have identical 
structures and the original confi guration of 
the spaces would have been identical. Both 
Angela Monk and Lisa Domeier de Suarez 
applied for and received support from the 
district’s learning commons initiative. In 
fact, Suarez was impetuous for the initia-
tive while she served at the district for a 
year (more on that initiative to follow).

The spaces are admittedly small, and 
despite extensive weeding on the part of 
both teacher librarians, they seem to feel 
strapped for space. There are pieces of 
furniture crammed into tight spaces, im-
movable study carrels containing desktop 
computers, and heavy tables and chairs in 
a space that do not allow for much move-
ment. The space has an odd confi guration 
due to a long non-parallel wall along the 
entrance side of the space that creates awk-
ward nooks that are somewhat ineffective 
and certainly not fl exible. A major plus is 
that it is situated at the front door of the 

heroes

Heroism comes in many forms, whether 
actually saving lives, or just doing the 
right thing even though it’s hard.

Moss, Marissa. The bravest Woman 
in America. Illus. by Andrea U’Ren. 
Tricycle Press, 2011. 32p. $16.99. 978-1-
58246-369-8. Grades 2-3. Introducing Ida 
Lewis, a real young woman who became 
a lighthouse keeper and braved stormy 
seas to rescue over a dozen shipwrecked 
sailors over the course of a long career. 
She looks sturdy, courageous, and 
altogether admirable in U’Ren’s dramatic 
paintings.

Red bird Sings: The Story of 
Zitkala-Ša, Native American Author, 
Musician, and Activist. Adapted by 
Gina Capaldi and Q.L. Pearce. Illus. by 
Gina Capaldi. Carolrhoda, 2011. 32p. 
$17.95. 978-0-7613-5257-0. Grades 
3-5. A moving first person account, 
based on the subject’s own writings, 
of the youth and career of an author 
and violinist born on the Yankton Sioux 
reservation, educated in boarding 
schools, and destined, not only to 
become a groundbreaking performer, 
but a leading advocate for the rights 
of Native Americans and of all women. 
Lyrical illustrations, capped by photos at 
the end, capture her intensity in public 
and in private.

Roth, Susan L. and Cindy Trumbore. 
Mangrove Tree: Planting Seeds to 
Feed Families. Illus. by Susan L. Roth. 
Lee & Low, 2011. 40p. $19.95. 978-1-
60060-459-1. Grades 1-3. In this true 
story, the salt-loving mangrove trees 
that scientist Gordon Sato and the men 
and women of an Eritrean village work 
together to plant on the shore of the Red 
Sea, provide food for livestock and bring 
new prosperity to an area devastated 
by poverty and war. In parallel texts, the 
tale is related on two levels with paper 
collage illustrations, and then told again 
with photos at the end.
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school, directly across from the front of-
fice, putting it at the most central position 
of the school. In fact, all of the schools dis-
cussed above are adjacent to the front of-
fice and near the front door. Each teacher 
librarian looks at their space as a work-in-
progress. 

While there are many similarities, each 
teacher librarian has put their own per-
sonal twist on their programs. Monk has 
just removed a shelf unit to allow for more 
seating and is about to have window seat-
ing with storage built to fit the space. She 
also has a wall that previously housed vid-
eos and DVDs, which is now converted into 
an art gallery to showcase student work. 
The fact that the school’s career counselors 
are using an adjoining office is leveraged 
to build on that relationship to provide 
weekly career and university speakers in 
the learning commons. Monk also takes 
inspiration from the living library concept 
to bring a variety of people with unique 
experiences to share with the students. She 
has had visits from a firefighter who trav-
eled to New York City to help after 9/11, a 
student who had been in Egypt during the 
Arab Spring, and a teacher who had visited 
Antarctica among others. Suarez has taken 
an adjoining room that, over time, has 
belonged to the library or been comman-
deered by others, and created her Digital 
Maker Space with green screen, lighting, a 
camera, and a computer dedicated to audio 
and video editing. She actively takes the 
library, in the form of books and technol-
ogy, out of the learning commons and into 
the classrooms. 

Both are active teacher-technologists 
and administer the schools’ iPad carts. 
They are seen as the experts and are of-
ten called upon to support the learning and 

technology related to their use, thereby 
further entrenching their role as educa-
tional leaders and resources throughout the 
school. Like Johnston Heights, the learning 
commons label is new to these spaces and 
while I can’t believe that there has been as 
dramatic a shift in attitude and use, I do 
expect that the constant re-visioning and 
adapting of spaces is allowing Suarez and 
Monk to more effectively serve their com-
munities.

The last school is Dr. Charles Best Sec-
ondary in Coquitlam, another suburb of 
Vancouver. What is most interesting here is 
that teacher librarian Judith Comfort, who 
has been recognized as Canada’s Teacher 
Librarian of the Year for 2011, is not con-
vinced of the learning commons label in 
describing her physical space. She proudly 
calls her space a library and is somewhat 
skeptical of the motives and use by the 
term “learning commons.” Yet, when one 
enters her space or talks to her for even 
a short time, there is much crossover be-
tween her ideas and those that surround 
the discussion of the learning commons 
model. Comfort actively uses technology 
to embed the library throughout her school 
and is actively pursuing the implementa-
tion of a virtual learning commons concept 
at the district level to enable better com-
munication and collaboration among her 
colleagues. She is regularly building les-
son web pages that are thoughtfully con-
structed and integrate information literacy 
concepts and resources. She understands 
the need for building quality relationships 
with the teachers in her school and is an 
important resource for staff and students. 
She has computers in the library and has 
an adjoining computer lab. While the fur-
nishings are cramped, she admits that, if 
funding became available, she would take 
advantage of the opportunity to create a 
more open and potentially more flexible 
space. She does not seem centrally lo-
cated in the school, but in some ways that 
doesn’t matter. Her emphasis on the digi-
tal resources and delivery of course con-
tent means that she could be anywhere in 
the school and still be effective. Comfort 
is proof that the most important part of a 
successful school library or learning com-

dear ameriCa: 
diaries From 
ameriCa’s Past
Blundell, Judy. A City Tossed and broken: 
The Diary of Minnie bonner, San 
Francisco, California, 1906. Scholastic, 
2013. 224p. $12.99. 978-0-545-51006-6. 
Grades 3-9. When Minnie Bonner’s dad 
disappears, she becomes a lady’s maid 
in San Francisco in the midst of chaos 
caused by earthquake and fires. She can 
use the confusion to become someone 
else now – but should she?

Gregory, Kristiana. The Winter of Red 
Snow: The Diary of Abigail Jane 
Stewart, Valley Forge, Pennsylvania, 
1777. Scholastic, 2010. 192p. $12.99. 978-0-
545-23802-1. Grades 4-9. When George 
Washington’s revolutionary army encamps 
in Valley Forge, eleven-year-old Abigail’s 
life changes, as hardship becomes part of 
life for soldier and citizen alike. 

Lasky, Kathryn. A Journey to the New 
World: the Diary of Remember Patience 
Whipple, Mayflower, 1620. Scholastic, 
2010. 192p. $12.99. 978-0-545-23801-4. 
Grades 4-9. Twelve-year-old Mem and her 
family head to the New World, braving 
storms, gales, and seasickness, only 
to find that life in the new land is also 
treacherous. How will they survive there? 

Patron, Susan. behind the Masks: The 
Diary of Angeline Reddy, bodie, 
California, 1880. Scholastic, 2012. 304p. 
$12.99. 978-0-545-30437-5. Grades 4-9. 
After Angeline’s father is supposedly 
murdered, she tries to solve the mystery 
of what really happened, despite her 
mother’s illness, a mysterious ghost, and a 
gang of vigilantes. 

White, Ellen Emerson. Voyage on the 
Great Titanic: The Diary of Margaret 
Ann brady, RMS Titanic, 1912. 
Scholastic, 2010. 208p. $12.99. 978-0-
545-23834-2. Grades 4-9. Margaret, left 
behind in an orphanage when her brother 
immigrates to America, is chosen to 
accompany an American woman on her 
voyage on the Titanic. She can be reunited 
with her brother! Of course, she’ll go. 
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A key aspect of the success or struggle of any 

of the situations that underwent some sort of 

transformation is in the shared vision of the 

role of the library or learning commons within 

the community. 

mons is not the label one puts on it but the 
people and thinking behind it.

These programs all have many things 
in common and it is these elements that 
make all of the spaces exciting, engaging, 
and stimulating for learners. They are all 
staffed by passionate and thoughtful edu-
cators who have put a lot of energy into 
understanding the needs of their commu-
nity in a changing world. The way that 
they go about responding to their commu-
nities is different for each individual and 
community, but the same basic principles 
apply. They are all digital leaders because 
they understand that technology offers 
a powerful tool set that helps learners to 
access and work with information. They 
are also all eager to share their ideas, suc-
cesses, and failures because they are ex-
cited about what they are doing and want 
others to have the same success that they 
have. There are a few aspects of the ideas 
coming out of these visits that are impor-
tant to highlight.

It is becoming more common to hear of 
grants being offered primarily at district 
levels for the renovation of library spaces 
into learning commons spaces. There is 
a genuine concern from some that these 
grants are in danger of putting the cart 
before the horse, and worse, providing ex-
cuses for cuts elsewhere. The concern re-
volves around the idea that in reinventing 
libraries with smaller physical collections, 
justification could be made for reducing 
staff. While this concern is understandable, 
the grant initiatives in the schools vis-
ited, where they existed, were more about 
professional development than they were 
about funding. Surrey School District did 
give some funds to successful applicants 
to their initiative to purchase iPad carts 

and digital maker lab tools (green screens, 
lighting, etc.), but there was little in the 
way of funding beyond this. The empha-
sis in this initiative is in the application 
process and the collaboration between the 
successful schools. The idea is that the ap-
plication process was an exercise in cre-
ating proactive visions for the existing 
library or learning commons spaces. The 
hope was that those who were not chosen 
to participate in this round would have a 
working action plan that, at least in part, 
would allow for a more focused approach. 
Those who were selected get together regu-
larly to share ideas, successes, and failures 
and remain connected via Twitter. They 
also provide an example and expertise to 
others in the district. This constant work in 
re-envisioning their spaces and roles is far 
more important than any money spent on 
furnishings. Anyone who has attempted to 
drop technology into an environment with 
no pro-d support knows this to be true.

A key aspect of the success or strug-
gle of any of the situations that under-
went some sort of transformation is in the 
shared vision of the role of the library or 
learning commons within the community. 
Those that have had the easiest time of 
moving forward have had the buy-in of 
the entire community. The teacher librar-
ian either has the history at the school, 
often in another role, to have built trust-
ing relationships with the rest of the staff 
to generate buy-in from the get go. While 
none of these situations seemed to undergo 
the same depth of vision building that is 
proposed in Koechlin, Rosenfeld and Lo-
ertscher (2011), all had some shared vision 
and involved others in the actual transfor-
mation work, whether it be in getting de-
sign ideas or in having department heads 

teamwork

Harrington, Kim, Partners in Crime. 
Sleuth or Dare., Book 1. Scholastic Books, 
2012. 192p. $5.99 pb. 978-0-545-38964-8. 
Grades 3-7. When Darcy and Norah 
create a detective agency for a class 
assignment, they receive a real request 
from a classmate: Help me find my 
sister! But someone doesn’t want them 
stirring up the past.

Kew, Trevor. breakaway. James Lorimer, 
2011. 144p. $16.95. 978-1-55277-863-0. 
$9.95 pb. 978-1-55277-862-3. Grades 4-7. 
When Adam moves from Castlegar to 
Vancouver, his new friends encourage 
him to go out for soccer instead of 
hockey. He likes soccer – but what will 
his hockey-mad dad think about it?

Lupica, Mike. Game Changers: book 
1. Scholastic, 2012. 224p. $16.99. 978-0-
545-38182-6. Grades 3-6. Ben knows he’s 
the best quarterback for the team, but 
Shawn – his competition – has the job. 
He’s bigger, stronger, faster – and he’s 
the coach’s son. Shawn doesn’t want the 
job, though. Can Ben change the coach’s 
mind?

Masannek, Joachim. Zoe the Fearless. 
The Wild Soccer Bunch, #3. Sole, 2011. 
147p. $12.95. 978-0-984-42574-7. Grades 
3-6. Zoe’s a terrific soccer player with 
one goal: to play on the boys’ team. Can 
she convince her widowed father and 
her grandmother that it’s an okay thing 
to do – and convince the boys to let her 
play?

Santopolo, Jill. The Ransom Note blues. 
An Alec Flint Mystery #2. Orchard Books, 
2009. 176p. $5.99 pb. 978-0-43991-255-6. 
Grades 2-5. A ransom note claims a theft 
from town and junior sleuths Alec and 
Gina swing into action. Can they figure 
out in time what’s been stolen, who stole 
it, and where it is, when schoolwork 
keeps interfering? 
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come in on their summer break to move 
books. As others in the school help with 
the work, they strengthen relationships and 
gain a sense of ownership in the vision. 
Ekdahl is perhaps the person who strug-
gled the most with this as she is currently 
part-time at the school and is newest to her 
staff. She commented that if she were to 
do the transformation again she would try 
to spend more time at the front-end of the 
project building a shared vision.

The biggest issue facing us all seems 
to be in the measurement of our success. 
Traditional quantitative means of measure-
ment used in the school library fi eld are 
through circulation statistics, class book-
ings, and cross-grade or province-wide ex-
ams. Circulation statistics are quickly be-
coming less meaningful as we shift to more 
digital resources. While it is still relatively 
easy to measure access to online database 
subscriptions, how does one measure ac-
cess to open-access databases and those 
resources that are not housed behind a pay 
wall? The learning commons and teacher 
librarian might be extremely effective in 
helping students access these resources, but 
we can’t measure their use. As standardized 
testing also falls out of favor as a means of 
student evaluation, it is also not as easy to 
point to higher test scores and relate them 
to innovations coming from the learning 
commons. We will need to wrestle with the 
idea of assessment and reporting of our 
work in order to remain refl ective practi-
tioners and justify our existence to those 
we report to. 

The move toward more thoughtful re-
source and technology rich school library 
environments is strong in the Vancouver 
area. Discussion at a recent BC Teacher Li-
brarian Association conference was buzz-

ing with ideas about learning commons, 
virtual space, and inquiry-based learning. 
Both David Loertscher and Carol Koechlin 
have been to Vancouver in the past few 
months to work with folks interested in the 
learning commons model. But most excit-
ing about all of this is to see invigorated 
and enthusiastic teacher librarians who are 
rethinking their practice in order to make it 
more relevant and engaging for the current 
and future learners. After all, furniture, 
computers, and books are simply objects 
that serve learning. It is the teacher librar-
ians who make the library/learning com-
mons spaces vibrant and effective. 
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Fraser Height Secondary School LC

meet the ClassiCs
Bellstorf, Arne. baby’s in black: Astrid 
kirchher, Stuart Sutcliffe, and The 
beatles in Hamburg. First Second, 
2012. 208p. $24.99. 978-1-59643-771-5. 
Grades 9 and up. This is the true story of 
Stuart Sutcliffe, who was almost famous, 
and Astrid Kirchherr, the brilliant 
photographer who survived him. When 
Astrid discovered Stuart—playing in a 
German dive for an unheard of band 
called “The Beatles”—she fell for him 
almost immediately. By the time the band 
left Germany, Stuart had decided to stay 
behind and pursue his love for Astrid 
and his extraordinary talent as a painter. 
The Beatles grew, Stuart’s talent grew, 
Astrid’s love for Stuart grew . . . and so 
did Stuart’s illness. Bellstorf’s writing and 
drawing are both understated, giving just 
enough personality to each character 
that they are all unique, yet familiar. As 
talent, fame, and potential cross paths 
with destiny, the ache of what might 
have been is a rich subtext for this little-
known chapter in the story of the most 
important pop band in history.

Caniff, Milton. Steve Canyon Volume 
1: 1947-1948. IDW, 2012. 336p. $49.99. 
978-1-61377-125-9. Grades 5 and up. 
Steve Canyon returns from World War 
II only to be swept up in adventure 
after adventure. This beautiful edition, 
the first in a series, reprints Canyon’s 
initial years of serialization, through the 
daily strips, as well as the Sunday color 
pages. It’s remarkable how smoothly the 
stories read in this assembled format: 
The characters and plots are consistent 
from one strip to the next, and it’s hard 
to remember that these stories originally 
appeared serially. The illustration 
techniques, too, are just as striking 
today as they were generations ago. 
The atmosphere as Steve frees himself 
from the deadly clutches of the beautiful 
people who surround him is rich, with 
cinematic perspectives and touching 
silent panels slipped in between the 
vibrant dialogue.
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