
FEATUREARTICLE

Our Library is sooo much more than simply a place to store a collection of books in the 
hope that someone takes them home to read them!

The Allen Centre’s mission is at the center of the school’s Vision (2003):
“With our help, students must build strong foundations for their personal square. Inside 
this square, we guide them as they develop and organise a host of skills. But our most 
special challenge is to create an environment in which students grow powerful enough 
to burst outside the square. If we are successful, they will enter a galaxy of lively think-
ing, dreams and visions.”
The vision for learning is well-understood by the staff, board of trustees, students, and 

community. This vision is depicted graphically in posters around the school, with the in-
tention to “trigger flights of imagination and passionate explosions of ideas and interests” 
so students are motivated and empowered. 

We have discovered, it is quite a different challenge to walk the talk. This walking is 
what we have worked very hard to do. 

THE VISION THAT DRIVES US

The Vision continues to be a fundamentally important guideline for every single decision 
we make at Outram School. It enters conversations on a daily basis—a metaphorical yard-
stick that enters all debate. Its rather emotive articulation has been deliberate. It paints a 
mental picture, free from edu-speak conventions (which can become quite stale), and is 
intuitively accessible to the wider school community. Its strong visual interpretation reso-
nates with even the youngest students who have no difficulty interpreting its meaning, 
and can verbalize it in a personally meaningful way. 

To translate this Vision into a real work-
ing space, we built a space where the book 
collection surrounds the walls, giving us an 
opportunity to fill the central space with all 
kinds of displays and workspaces for indi-
viduals and groups. It is a project space; 
a learning space; a busy space where the 
teacher-librarian connects with the class-
room but also pushes beyond it.

By complementing the efforts of class-
room teachers with the work of the Allen 
Centre, the learning commons staff fulfills 
the Vision by aiming to “generate a wealth 
of lively and accessible learning contexts…
to acknowledge the notion of different 
learning styles and capitalize on the natu-
ral curiosity of children”. Part of the work 
includes science and technology activities 
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based in the hall and arts-workshop com-
plex.

The displays and workshops featured on 
the Allen Centre Wikispace, http://allen-
centre.wikispaces.com, define our ‘point 
of difference’, reflect this Vision, and serve 
several specific functions:

• They aim to excite and engage chil-
dren and develop in each child a highly 
motivated personal learning culture, which 
over time becomes their norm.

• They aim to trigger and feed interest 
through a rich variety of learning contexts 
across all learning styles, capitalizing on 
the natural curiosity of children.

• They enrich classroom programs 
through tangential connections.

• They broaden the perception of a li-
brary from a quiet book collection to a vi-
brant interesting borderless space in which 
books are completely relevant and infor-
mation “happens.”

Through the Wikispace the walls of the 
Allen Centre become ‘transparent’—you do 
not have to be physically present in the 
Centre to take part in the programs or see 
what is happening. It also enables ‘time-
shift’ where children and families can in-
teract with Centre activities even after the 
time they actually happened.

While seemingly serendipitous for the 
children, the displays and workshops are 
far from being ad-hoc in their design. 
They are very carefully thought through. 

The special challenge is how to present the 
ideas visually and interactively so they can 
be customized for and accessed by all age 
groups in a short amount of time at the 
start of each session, but also be stand-
alone-engaging when the librarians are 
not around. Workshops are linked to the 
displays. Typically they run in blocks of 
several lunchtimes per week over several 
weeks. They are voluntary and open to 
every student regardless of age and it is 
not unusual to have 5-7 year olds work-
ing alongside 12-13 year olds on similar 
topics! Volunteers from the community are 
often in the Allen Centre as station coaches 
working with the children alongside the li-
brarian.

A good example of this idea is the recent 
display complementing the senior students’ 
classroom study of plants. The Allen Centre 
featured bottle-garden making out of recy-
cled bottles. Bottle-garden science was pre-
sented as an interactive puzzle. The bottles 
were planted with Venus Fly Traps, which 
needed to be fed, then were linked to an 
insect bank created out of cardboard milk 
cartons and explored with a digital micro-
scope. Also featured were two hands-on 
Zen Gardens with associated philosophy; 
an easel-full of Georgia’ O’Keefe’s flower 
paintings linked to an online gallery; two 
other associated workshops including a 
woodworking opportunity to make a Zen 
garden rake and a Pinning Insects Work-

shop where as librarian I gave input as the 
“expert entomologist” (the name the stu-
dents gave me). The Allen Centre’s Wiki 
space offered links to take interested stu-
dents further into the study.

The Wiki, http://allencentre.wikispac-
es.com, our version of the library home 
page, has a very specific place in support-
ing these workshops especially because 
it enables students to access them on or 
off-site. The Wiki provides step-by-step 
instructions so workshop activities can be 
undertaken at home. It serves as an elec-
tronic resource of ideas and a visual record 
of engagement useful in the evidence of 
effectiveness required by New Zealand’s 
Education Review Office when they visit. 
[As a matter of fact, every teacher-librarian 
should use this resource as they advocate 
for their library/learning commons—Edi-
tor’s note.] The Wiki also provides an av-
enue for communicating with parents so 
they are familiar with the learning com-
mons activities. It offers convenient access 
to booklists, homework sites, and interest-
ing links—therefore defining the Allen Cen-
tre as an information hub or center “with-
out walls” operating 24/7.

Realizing the potential of these displays 
is a fundamental challenge. It requires a 
great deal of genuine engagement through 
one-on-one communication between the 
students and “librarians,” who must be 
receptive to questions, respond to original 
thinking, and be prepared to embrace un-
familiar workshop practicalities, triggered 
by the display. Having sparked enthusiasm, 
a very real part of this fireworks package is 
the provision of further opportunities for 
inquiry in different guises.

There are also opportunities for chil-
dren with passions and expertise to be-
come leaders in different areas. Recently 
we have had students ‘run’ workshops for 
other children and even support me run-
ning sessions for teachers/students at an 
ICT conference.

HOW DO WE MANAGE?

To implement our program we are staffed 
by a full-time librarian position, which is 
an unusual situation in New Zealand Pri-
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mary Schools where the library is usually 
managed by a part-time librarian or a par-
ent-volunteer. In The Allen Centre we have 
divided this full-time position into three 
roles: a librarian, library assistant, and an 
activities coordinator.

The library assistant manages the col-
lection, monitors transactions, and trains 
“student-librarians.” We also employ an 
activities coordinator who works closely 
with the librarian to design and implement 
displays and conduct workshops. In addi-
tion we have attracted a range of volunteer 
experts, passionate about their interests, 
including a geologist, a retired mathemati-
cian and musician, a creative embroiderer, 
a retired wood and metal-worker, and a 
parent-journalist with a keen interest in 
Lego-Logo robotics. These people are in-
valuable in complementing the staff’s skill-
set, enabling us to offer a wide range of 
high-quality activities.

One of the key aspects to doing our 
jobs is getting to know the children well—
their interests, passions, reading ability, 
and their trails-already-followed—taking 
the time to discover what makes them tick 
and thinking of them as more than issue 
histories. Many of the projects we do are 
because we have specific students in mind 
and one of our strengths is that we can 
tailor our activities and even our book 

collection to what we know interest our 
students.

Engagement is the key. The Allen Centre 
staff members develop perspectives of the 
children that are uniquely different from 
the perspectives of their parents and the 
teaching staff. The challenge is in sharing 
this knowledge to benefit the children’s 
education and wider lives.

Each year the library staff provides a 
comprehensive report on the topics ex-
plored and activities undertaken to the 

Board of Trustees and community. While 
we have a very high trust model for our 
learning commons this report also provides 
a summative assessment and reflection on 
the year’s programs.

A TYPICAL DAY IN THE ALLEN 
CENTRE?

There is no time for cups of tea! We never 
factored in the time implications of a trig-
gered child! The sessions in the learning 
commons are very active. The librarian 
introduces the new activity in the first 15 
minutes of a session then interacts with the 
students by helping them find appropriate 
books. Book-child-matching is a huge re-
sponsibility and if you get it wrong you 
have lost them, but if you get it right they 
keep coming back! Interspersed with this 
is connecting with their enthusiasm; for 
example, responding to their enthusiasm 
about something they brought in for the 
museum as they share their discovery un-
der the microscope. Library staff engages 
with them as they interact with the displays 
and this continues throughout the day; 
which this semester has included Russian 
at lunchtime on Fridays, robots on Thurs-
day, music and shadows on Monday and 
Tuesday, sketching on Wednesdays, and 
Geology in between! Basically you cannot 
trigger a child and then pull back.
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TO SEE THE  
TRANSFORMATION

We gave careful consideration to the in-
ternal environment of the spaces such as 
acoustics, daylight, artificial light, ventila-
tion, and heating, and we are very happy 
with the results.

As the photographs and Wiki show, a 
great deal of glass has been incorporated 
into the buildings for natural light with 
floor-to-ceiling windows framing the attrac-
tive outside landscape to become part of the 
inside décor. A wall of bi-fold glass doors ex-
pand the inside space, allowing activities to 
spill over outside. Richly colored carpet and 
drapes provide a backdrop for high quality 
wooden shelving helping to make The Allen 
Centre a quiet and relaxing space. The work-
station and furniture are mobile to allow 
space flexibility. Stage lighting enhances the 
value of the stage space for performances 
by students and visiting groups; and heat 
pumps keep the new buildings warm.

We would love to have you come visit 
us. We are near the south tip of New Zea-
land close to those fabulous mountains 
where Lord of the Rings (Jackson, 2001) 
was filmed. So, just hop on the plane and 
spend the day with us as we work with 
the children. However, just in case that is 
not possible, visit our blog at http://blog.
core-ed.net/greg/2009/07/a-lunchtime-
in-the-allen-centre.html.

We just think it is all about the children 
and what they want to learn as much as it 
is what we are asking them to learn.
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Greg Carroll is a principal who embraces 
the concept of the library/learning com-
mons. The virtual equivalent has grown 
because of him. He is highly regarded in 
the New Zealand education community 
for his creative use of Internet and digi-
tal technologies as effective teaching and 
learning tools in the primary school en-
vironment. Carroll recently completed a 
Ministry-initiated (government), year-long 
engagement visiting South Island Primary 
Schools in an advisory capacity. He may be 
contacted at gregc@outram.school.nz.

Peggy Stedman is the librarian at the 
Outram School. She has designed, facili-
tated, and implemented The Allen Centre 
library program since its inception in 2003. 
She has also had considerable influence 
and input into the school vision and di-
rection. She may be contacted at peggys@
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"One of the key aspects to doing our jobs is getting to know the children well - their interests, passions, reading ability, and their trails-already-followed - taking the time to discover what makes them tick and think of them as more than issue histories."
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