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FEaturEARtiCLE

We had been in the time-honored mode of preserving the library resources and enforcing 
the library policies for decades. We preserved the school archives, the reference collection, 
and those feelings of preservation naturally extended to other resources like popular fi c-
tion, newspapers, and even glue sticks. We enforced the library rules and policies that had 
been in place forever, because they worked. We believed we were teaching students to be 
responsible members of society by limiting the number of books they could check out. 

We had computers in the library and the staff was well-trained in formatting and docu-
menting research papers. We had a seldom-used web site with links to the subscription 
databases that the library paid for and the students only used when forced to by a support-
ive faculty member. We were doing nothing wrong—we were continuing with business as 
usual. We had been doing the same thing that many teacher-librarians were doing in the 
face of technological change: we added computers to our library. There is nothing wrong 
with what we were doing, but how were we preparing our students to be 21st century 
learners? What did we offer that a classroom with a bookshelf and laptop could not? Our 
administration wanted the best for our students, so we knew we had their full support; we 
just had to fi gure out what the best actually was.

lEarning cOmmOns mOdEl

Luckily for our students, at about the same 
time, the local university transformed their 
library into a learning commons. Accord-
ing to Elaine Allard, an Associate Profes-
sor as well as Coordinator of Technical 
Services & Electronic Resources and Co-
manager of the Learning Commons Project 
at Plymouth State University’s Lamson Li-
brary and Learning Commons, “we wanted 
to create a campus centerpiece for research, 
computing, and presentation. The Learning 
Commons gave us the opportunity to co-
locate campus services, such as the Library, 
IT Help Desk, Academic Support Services, 
Writing Center, and a Café, in one central 
location to meet the needs of our students, 
faculty, and staff.” We were able to visit 
the newly redesigned facilities and observe 
how their users were arriving in droves and 
using the resources made available to them 
like never before. It was a huge effect to 
be able to sit down with the Lamson Li-
brary and Learning Commons faculty and 
brainstorm ways that we could adapt their 
learning commons model to best suit our 
high school learners. 

After we made several small policy 
changes, we invited Elaine to visit our high 
school learning commons. She met with 
our staff and our Technology Director and 
pointed out what she thought we were do-
ing right and what could use improvement. 

PamEla harland

Toward a Learning 
Commons: 
Where Learners Are Central

“What was most valuable 

for the learning commons 

to flourish was the 

support of our students 

and faculty.”

We began the switch from a 
legacy-model library to a 
learning commons in 2006. 

We were faced with students, faculty, 
and administrators who asked the 
question: why does our school need a 
library if we have access to so much 
information from our classrooms via the 
Internet?



Our new space is indeed learner-centered.

She appreciated how quickly our students 
adapted to a more welcoming, less-restric-
tive and less-policy-focused atmosphere. 
She pointed out that our learners were 
naturally arranging the space for their spe-
cifi c use. However, she also told us that our 
main check-out desk looked like an intimi-
dating barrier that kept the students away 
from the staff.

The ability to visit a functioning learn-
ing commons is a huge fi rst step in shifting 
the way a library operates. We appreciate 
the fact that we had access to one in our 
town and their faculty was willing to assist 
us in those fi rst few challenging months.

Once we decided to make the transi-
tion from library to learning commons, we 
made several small changes. We moved the 
supplies (glue sticks, scissors, and paper-
clips) to a work-shop-style environment. 
We wanted students to have access to the 
resources they needed and we did not want 
teacher-librarians to spend their days mon-
itoring glue stick use. We also changed our 
static web site from a rarely used page of 
links to a wiki where students and faculty 
could collaborate on research together. In 
addition, we subscribed to an online bib-
liography generating tool and utilized our 
new wiki to create research guides for 
classes. Finally, we began publicizing ev-
erything we did.

We spent very little money on these 
initial changes. What was most valuable 
for the learning commons to fl ourish was 
the support of our students and faculty. 
As soon as we began allowing students 
to rearrange furniture, help themselves to 
supplies, and edit the wiki pages, we had 
complete student buy-in. The faculty was 
a bit more challenging. We chose several 
faculty members to work with initially and 
as they found success with our new model 
they trumpeted the learning commons to 
their fellow faculty members. Word spread 
through their departments and through our 
publicity. 

lEarnEr-cEntErEd

We were able to informally work together 
more closely with our technology depart-
ment by including the Director in all de-

partment meetings, emails, and other com-
munications. We make an attempt to touch 
base with each other daily. This does not 
always happen, but striving for it has prov-
en to be a way to keep the lines of commu-
nication fl owing between the technology 
personnel and the users of that technol-
ogy. Our goal was not to be “technology-
centered” but to focus on the needs of our 
student learners and faculty. The question 
we asked was “What technology did learn-
ers need in order to access, evaluate, and 
utilize information in the 21st century?”

The information we share daily with 
our technology director is always about 
learners and how they utilize the tools and 
resources provided to them by our school. 
We let the technology director know about 
frustrations that our learners have, brain-
storm new ideas about tools for our faculty, 
and share information about our existing 
technology. We do not complain about 
slow computers, ask for new resources that 
we have not vetted, or whine about blocked 
sites. We keep our communication positive 
with solutions as the focus. In addition, 
our ultimate goal for this continued com-
munication is to make technology a tool 
for learning rather than a barrier to it. Our 
aim is to make technology a transparent 
resource to aid all learners in their educa-
tion rather than an end in itself.

We spent our equipment budget on re-

A P R I L  2 0 1 1    33

sources that our students were asking for in 
the mid-2000s: digital cameras, fl ip video 
cameras, digital voice recorders, cords, 
cables, batteries, and USB jump drives. 
Five years later, we are still using the same 
equipment we invested in back then. We 
focused on purchasing name-brand equip-
ment with simple features and a good 
reputation. We did not look for the least 
expensive cameras or the cameras with the 
highest megapixels, instead we read re-
views of good quality equipment that we 
would want to use ourselves.

As we became the center for innova-
tive technology in our school we found 
that teachers were turning to us for assis-
tance with resources and especially for new 
ideas. This forced us to become the local 
experts on learning tools like blogs, wikis, 
and digital recording and storage devices. 
We found that by reading several educa-
tional/teacher-librarian news feeds (we use 
Google Reader) and keeping up with cur-
rent professional journals (we love Teacher 
Librarian) we can remain on the cutting 
edge of educational technologies in order 
to be one step ahead of our users.

FacultY lEarnErs

As we continued to update our policies and 
philosophical beliefs, our learning com-
mons quickly became much more than a 



Students use their mobile devices in the Learning Commons.

silent study hall with books and computers 
mixed in. Students were talking, reading, 
using tools, and interacting with resources, 
which turned out to be a noisy activity. Sev-
eral faculty members referred to the learn-
ing commons as a “clubhouse” or a “zoo” 
because they never spent enough time in 
the space to see how our students were ac-
tually using the facility, so we began a fac-
ulty education process. Our first step was 
to create a newsletter that went home with 
report cards. We shared new resources, pic-
tures of happy learners using the learning 
commons, and book reviews. We made sure 
our faculty received a PDF color copy of 
the newsletter in their email each quarter. 
Everyone enjoyed reading the last page 
titled “PRHS Library by the Numbers”, in 
which we shared easily-measured statistics 
about trends in learning commons use. We 
shared data on the increase in checkout 
statistics, the students who checked out the 

most books that month, and the number of 
databases we subscribed to.

We also established a dialogue with 
departments about how they could utilize 
the learning commons more effectively. 
We introduced the English department to 
NoodleTools and volunteered to take their 
classes into the learning commons at the 
beginning of their next research project 
and show them how easy citing sources is 
with this online resource. We introduced 
the Social Studies department to our his-
torical databases. We suggested to them 
that if they continue to insist that their stu-
dents use at least one primary source and 
at least three print resources for a research 
paper, than we will show those students 
how easily our databases will access the 
exact type of resource they need. Students 
were pleased they could use a computer to 
access a “print” resource (after all, the da-
tabases that we subscribe to are essentially 

girls With grit
Abraham Lincoln: Letters from a 
slave girl. Andrea Davis Pinkney. 
Winslow Press, 2001. 978-1-890817-
60-2. $8.95. Grades 6-8. If President 
Lincoln and Lettie (a fictional twelve-
year-old slave girl from South Carolina) 
had been able to exchange letters 
about their lives and their beliefs, the 
results might have looked like this 
book. The work includes historical 
information, photographs, a timeline, 
and an index. 

Dear Whiskers. Ann Whitehead Nagda. 
Holiday House, 2000. 978-0-8234-
1495-6. $3.99. Grades 3-5. When Jenny’s 
fourth grade class draws second grade 
pen pal names for their letter-writing 
project, Jenny’s pick, Sameera, is from 
Saudi Arabia. How can they be pen pals 
when Sameera barely speaks English? 
Can they find a way to communicate? 

Mary America: First girl president 
of the United states. Carole Marsh. 
Gallopade International, 2010. 978-0-
635-07323-5. $6.99. Grades 4-6. When 
Mary’s grandfather (the President of 
the United States) dies, she’s appointed 
to take his place. She may be only 
twelve, but with an IQ of 146 and a 
clear-eyed way of looking at things, she 
intends to make a few changes!

sugar and ice. Kate Messner. 
Bloomsbury Kids, 2010. 978-0-802-
72081-8. $16.99. Grades 5-7. Although 
twelve-year-old Claire loves ice 
skating, when she’s offered a chance to 
leave her family’s maple tree farm for a 
scholarship to a prestigious ice skating 
program, her life’s turned upside down. 
What does she really want? And what 
will she do to get it?
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and primarily digital versions of reference 
books and periodicals). The faculty was 
pleased because they were finding students 
using high quality references for their re-
search. We even met with the teachers in 
the Math department to show them the 
interesting books available, the access we 
have to resources on investing, credit, and 
statistics, as well as invited them to rec-
ommend tools for us to purchase for their 
students. 

I have always thought it crucial for 
teacher-librarians to be part of school-wide 
decisions, so I began joining every com-
mittee I could. I am a member of the Tech-
nology Committee, the Literacy Committee, 
and the School Community Council. The 
learning commons also has representation 
on our Faculty Senate. By serving on these 
committees, fellow faculty can see more of 
what the learning commons has to offer. 
We noticed that if we missed a committee 
meeting, decisions could not be made until 
we were there. We found that after a year 
of changing our philosophy, communicat-
ing more with our users, and joining in on 
school-wide decisions, the learning com-
mons was fast becoming the heart of our 
school.

As our faculty saw their students’ skills 
develop because of our methods, their ad-

vocacy and support grew for our program 
and there were fewer comments about the 
learning commons atmosphere being a 
“hangout” rather than a center for learn-
ing.

nOn-usErs

At times I would walk down our crowded 
hallways between classes and see students 
I did not recognize. I wondered how many 
students were not using the learning com-
mons. Our statistics in one school year had 
gone up over 100%, but what percent-
age of our student body was actually us-
ing the learning commons? We decided to 
survey all potential users, supporters, de-
ciders, and other stakeholders who would 
have an impact on our learning commons. 
We developed surveys for students to be 
completed in their English classes. We de-
veloped surveys for parents, which were 
mailed home (along with an optional on-
line component). We created a survey for 
faculty, staff, and the administration. We 
spent an entire summer combing through 
the survey results and incorporating more 
changes into our learning commons based 
on our school’s needs. 

The changes we made were so success-
ful and positive for everyone involved 

that I decided to write a book about what 
we did and how we did it. The book, The 
Learning Commons: Seven Simple Steps 
to Transform Your Library, is filled with 
sample surveys, newsletters, reports, and 
simple steps that any library can take to 
transform into a learning commons.

kindlE lEarning cOmmOns

As we began adding tools and resources 
that our users were requesting we were 
occasionally faced with massive policy 
creation or rules that affected our entire 
school. We had a faculty member who 
began assigning his students to listen to 
weekly podcasts. A couple of students in 
his class did not have access to a computer 
at home or an iPod of their own. We re-
quested several iPods in our next equip-
ment order and got them—but then we were 
immediately faced with a school-wide rule 
against the use of iPods on campus. We felt 
like this was an example of a school being 
out of touch with its learners. The school’s 
rules were preventing students from learn-
ing while in our building. We approached 
the Technology Committee, the Faculty 
Senate, and finally the administration and 
finally got the rule adapted. We were satis-
fied that students would be able to listen 

A student working diligently on his timeline.



to iPods while in the learning commons or 
in classes where the teacher approved and 
assigned them. 

Our next major crisis hit when the en-
tire country began talking about e-readers. 
With the support of an assistant superin-
tendent, we wrote a grant and received 20 
Kindles in the fall of 2010. At that point, 
we could not find another school library 
or learning commons that was using these 
devices. We began, then, by learning how 
use them ourselves. We added gift cards 
to our Amazon account, registered each 
Kindle, and started adding titles to the 
devices. Next we decided to circulate the 
Kindles to our faculty so they could model 
the devices’ use to their students and act as 
a resource when their students had ques-
tions. Our next step was to get them into 
the hands of our learners. I chose the high 
school book club as a pilot to see how 
students would want to use the Kindles. 
Initially we planned on students request-
ing books that they wanted to read on the 
device and we would push the titles out to 
their Kindles. We never questioned what a 
student wanted to read; in my five years of 
working at the high school I never said no 
to a student’s book request. So, we made a 
giant leap and told our students they could 
buy any title they wanted to read on the 
learning commons’ account. They were 
stunned and unnerved by this power. I was 
asking them to do collection development 
for our e-readers and they were initially 
resistant to the idea. They insisted on rules 
and policies. They asked:

• Should we only purchase one book?
• Should they only be titles that we use 

in classes?
• What if you don’t approve of a title?
I told them that I trusted them. I hon-

estly wanted to know what they wanted to 
read on these devices. 

We’ve been circulating Kindles for over 
a year and a half now and we still allow 
students (and not just our book club stu-
dents) to purchase titles. Our Kindles are 
filled with everything from Vonnegut to 
Gossip Girls. The titles on our Kindles are 
entirely learner-centered. I have found 
that when I talk to other teacher-librari-
ans about our policy they shrink back in 

fear. Are there books that you do not want 
your students to read? If so, our learner-
centered collection development ideology 
is probably not for you. 

Final thOughts On  
lEarnErs

This morning we had a group of visitors 
on a tour of our building. Two of the visi-
tors walked into the learning commons 
and said, “Wow! This looks like a mall…an 
information mall!” As I looked around the 
learning commons myself I saw a group of 
juniors browsing for books for an English 
project with the theme of “discovery.” The 
students were reading book flaps, look-
ing up titles in the catalog, reading spines 
on the shelves, and talking to each other 
about their own recommendations. An-
other group of students had thirty-foot 
timelines spread out across a bookshelf, 
over a cart of books, and on top of an atlas 
display. They were researching, designing, 
and creating timelines marking the history 
of Earth, all 4.6 billion years of it. Anoth-
er group was working with their Biology 
teacher on finding images to explain mito-
sis for a video project.

Some students were on PCs, others had 
Netbooks at a table with textbooks and 
notes spread out around them, while an-
other group had a digital camera and were 
taking pictures. Some students were using 
headphones to listen to music while typing 
their papers, others were simply socializ-
ing. As I looked around I realized our space 
IS an information mall. The students are 
the customers and they are looking for 
digital data, technology tools, print books, 
supplies, and a place to congregate, study, 
work, and socialize. 

We’re open for business—are you?

Pamela C. Harland is a teacher-librarian at 
Plymouth Regional High School in Plym-
outh (NH). She recently published The 
Learning Commons: Seven Simple Steps to 
Transforming Your Library, Libraries Un-
limited, 2011. She may be reached at PHar-
land@prhs.sau48.org.

nO EasY ansWErs
Revolution. Jennifer Donnelly. Delacorte, 
2010. $18.99. 978-0-385-73763-0. Grades 
9 and up. On a visit to Paris, senior Andi, 
grieving over her brother’s death, feels a 
bond with a girl whose diary she reads, 
who lived during the French Revolution. 
Andi steeps herself in music, finds 
romance, and gets mysteriously drawn 
into the past into this compelling, sophis-
ticated novel.

you don’t even know me. Sharon G. 
Flake. Jump at the Sun, 2010. $16.99. 
978-1-4231-0014-0. Grades 8-11. 
Realistic, sometimes gritty, short stories 
and some poetry convey life for black, 
mostly urban, teenage boys. With 
different formats and themes, the narra-
tives touch on teen pregnancy, AIDS, and 
violence but also convey a sense of hope 
and the richness of life.

Will Grayson, Will Grayson. John 
Green and David Levithan. Dutton, 2010. 
$17.99. 978-0-525-42158-0. Grades 9 and 
up. In alternating chapters, a teen named 
Will Grayson chronicles his close but 
frustrating friendship with Tiny, a gay 
larger-than-life theater buff. The other 
Will Grayson, struggling with depres-
sion, enters their lives and falls for Tiny 
in this funny, sometimes bawdy, and 
ultimately moving exploration of friend-
ship and love.

Efrain’s secret. Sofia Quintero. Knopf, 
2010. $16.99. 978-0-375-84706-6. Grades 
8 and up. The top student in his under-
funded Bronx high school, Efrain is 
determined to attend a top-notch college 
but obstacles, especially money, stand 
in his way. Conveyed through authentic 
dialogue and a strong sense of setting, 
his struggles and serious mistakes come 
alive for the reader.
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