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FEATuREARTiCLE

Even the well-intended of us can get stuck in a rut and neglect to make change when 
necessary.  Maybe it’s an outdated hairstyle, a garden gone awry, or a webpage that has 
lost its appeal.  We are bombarded in the media with “extreme” type makeovers that re-
juvenate our spaces, update our wardrobes, and inject new life into stagnant situations.

As a school librarian, I, too, have joined the movement to make changes that will have 
an instructional impact, and we are creating a learning commons environment in our 
school library.  In a learning commons, we are constantly striving to create both “open” 
and “experimental learning” areas, (Loertscher, Koechlin, Zwann, 6)  We continue to strive 
to create a place that “everyone owns, works, and collaborates in a collegial social envi-
ronment.” (Loertscher, Koechlin, Zwann, 7)   

I became the librarian at my current school after having worked in two other school 
libraries.  Now at my third location, I have had a solid taste of different facilities, custom-
ers, and stakeholder perspectives.  In each of those programs, we made both subtle and 
more drastic changes in how the library looked and how our program was delivered.  I 
didn’t change just for the sake of change, but transformed the program to better meet the 
needs of all of our customers. 

Yes, change is harder for some than others.  Leadership is the key ingredient to working 
through obstacles, both real and perceived.  With a solid plan that matches the vision of 
the school and the library program, even reluctant stakeholders are more likely to get on 
board.  It is the school librarian who needs to lead the movement.

In many transformations, librarians feel tethered to current furnishings and their place-
ment (some items are just too big to move!), to Internet and power connections, to sched-
ules, to others’ management styles, and to the history and tradition of the building.  We 
must realize that none of these are permanent barriers, but they can stand in the way of 
seamless transitions. Again, with a plan that has the needs of the stakeholders at the fore-
front, the librarian can lead the way.

At our Pine Grove Middle School Library, we have made some significant changes in 
our entire program and are still on the move!  Though I am coordinating our direction, 
changes are being implemented by an entire team.  I work directly with students, teachers, 

support teams, custodial staff, parents, and 
school administrators to propose ideas and 
make them happen.  

For example, I have always been con-
cerned that our library does not have a 
“quiet room” that is closed off for stu-
dents/staff that need silence to be produc-
tive.  We have a large open floor plan with 
many areas, but not one completely silent 
space.  While hosting a regional profes-
sional training with Dr. David Loerschter 
on the topic of learning commons earlier 
this year, I lamented about our lack of a 
“quiet room.”  Without hesitation, several 
participants said, “What about that room?” 
referring to a clerical office/kitchen area 
behind the front desk. This area, though 
small, has a glass wall and door.   I hon-
estly had never looked at that room for a 
“new” purpose.  My principal was at the 
training and put her “stamp” on making a 
change, so we did!  Out came the clerk’s 
work area and in went two round tables 
and chairs.  We moved the phone to the 
front desk, rearranged the shelves to house 
our professional development books, and 
put our office supplies elsewhere.  The 
move didn’t cost a cent! The room can now 
accommodate customers who need less dis-
traction while also providing a quiet outlet 
for staff members.  We even take reserva-
tions for its use.

Something similar happened with a 
storage area/office that had gotten over-
run with “stuff.”   This room housed my 
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“office” and shelves and shelves of materi-
als, ranging from frequently to never used.  
After a student found an online program to 
design the new layout, we began purging 
and reorganizing all of the materials on the 
shelves.  Because we needed more support 
from custodial staff, I submitted a proposal 
to all those involved, and we coordinated 
a mutually convenient date to remove and 
rearrange current shelving.   

We changed this storage area into a 

work area, which allows small groups to 
work together in a more secluded, but 
visible, area.  We repurposed a sofa from 
another part of the library and created a 
conference room that gets used by students 
and staff on a regular basis.  We have 
hosted breakfast gatherings, salsa tasting 
events, club meetings, department work 
sessions, and many groups for a range of 
collaborative initiatives.

Recently, we added a new “room” area 

with a focus on graphic novels and draw-
ing.  Our graphics collection had outgrown 
two prior areas and didn’t seem to be a 
good match in the third area.  Again, I 
consulted these students, coordinated with 
some custodial support, and enlisted a 
work team to make it all happen.  We now 
have a quiet reading zone slightly removed 
from the main traffic area.   

Currently I am working with our tech-
nology director and our principal to rede-
sign the library’s computer area.  We have 
a bank of about thirty desktop computers 
facing a smart board.  Though functional 
for instruction, we are pursuing a mobile 
set up that will empower more collabora-
tion, raise expectations for students as 
teachers, and maximize space for multi-
purpose usage.    

A work station has been set up for stu-
dent leaders—to be called our iStaff—this 
year.  Students who complete applications, 
attend trainings, and maintain a positive 
status throughout the school community 
will take on roles as technology support 
staff, tutors, reading advisors, and overall 
library managers.  We have had a work 
crew for a couple years and knowing what 
value they bring, we want to expand and 
formalize this experience for the benefit 
of all.

We have several areas that we want to 
redesign and improve.  Some are simple 
and others require more planning and 
coordination.  With leadership, a team of 
clients who are invested, and a passion to 
create a positive learning environment, I 
am confident we will continue to benefit 
from the transformations we make.   

In an interview about her school library 
in Chelmsford High School, Massachu-
setts, Valerie Diggs said, “First and above 
all, came the program.  The design simply 
flowed from what we do every day” (Diggs, 
“Chelmsford High School’s Learning Com-
mons: From Program to Facility”).

We know the mission of the program 
must drive our transformation, and we 
are excited about making these meaning-
ful changes.   I can’t, and don’t intend to, 
go it alone.   As an instructional leader, 
it is my job to rally a team who will pro-
vide honest feedback about what needs to 

Relocating a staff member allowed this room (glass wall/door for silence) to be 
used for quiet work sessions.
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cased and highlighted to increase aware-
ness and modeling in and out of the school 
district.  Our quest for ideas from other 
programs and professionals will continue 
as well.  We will track the impact of our 
changes on student learning through formal 
and informal channels.  But, most impor-
tant, we will continue to develop a program 
that increases ownership and enhances the 
learning experience for all of our clients.  

If you are part of a library program that 
is on the move, share your experiences, so 

change and support its implementation.  I 
don’t think we will ever be “done” with 
our transformation, because teaching and 
learning needs are constantly changing.  
We will continually assess what’s working 
and adjust what isn’t in our facility and in 
how our entire program is delivered—virtu-
ally and physically.   

We will celebrate our victories with rib-
bon cuttings and grand openings and ac-
knowledgments to the task force involved.  
Our new areas and programs will be show-

HEROES AND HELPERS
Do the Math: Secrets, Lies, and 
Algebra. Wendy Lichtman. Scholastic, 
2007. $16.99. 978-0-06-122955-8. Grades 
6-8. Tess loves math’s definite answers. 
However, eighth grade algebra intro-
duces her to variables like DNE [Does 
not exist], while life adds other variables 
involving friendship, boys, and family 
drama. Explains various mathematical 
concepts. 

The Earth Dragon Awakes: The 
San Francisco Earthquake of 1906.  
Lawrence Yep. Harper Collins, 2008. 
$5.99. 978-0-06-000846-8. Grades 3-5. 
Henry and his family live in the American 
section of San Francisco, while Chin lives 
in Chinatown. Despite societal differ-
ences, they become friends and work 
together during the earthquake to save 
their families. Includes photos and histor-
ical information.

Eleven. Patricia Reilly Giff. Wendy Lamb 
Books, 2008. $15.99. 978-0-385-73069-3. 
Grades 3-6. Snooping gives Sam a bigger 
problem than his dyslexia. Who’s the 
kidnapped little boy in the newspaper 
clipping? Is Mack really his grandfather? 
Are the surfacing fears and memories 
real? Who is Sam, really?

The Governor’s Dog is Missing! Sneed 
R. Collard, III. Bucking Horse Books, 
2011. $16.00. 978-0-9844460-1-8. Grades 
4-6. Slate and Daphne spend lots of time 
together, because their geologist dads 
do, but lately, Slate’s sisterly feelings 
for Daphne are changing. Will working 
together to help Montana’s governor find 
his lost dog help him understand them 
better?

The Lost hero. Rick Riordan. Hyperion 
Books, 2010. $18.99. 978-1-42311-339-3. 
Grades 4-8. Jason doesn’t remember 
who he is. Piper’s being blackmailed 
into betraying her friends to save her 
dad. Leo keeps seeing ghosts. Together, 
they have to rescue Hera, find a missing 
demigod, and keep from getting killed. 
All in a day’s work….
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Storage Area (AFTER) now a networking/small group meeting area. 
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we can all benefit from your motivation 
and ideas.  If you haven’t started to make 
some healthy changes to your program, it’s 
time.  Ask your customers, both the ones 
who enjoy the library and those who don’t.  
They all have feedback deserving of your 
consideration.  Bring in an outsider and 
you’ll be amazed at what a new set of eyes 
can see.  Begin with the transformations 
that you can manage and use that momen-
tum to develop a library program that is a 

source of energy and inspiration for all of 
your customers.
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VIOLENCE IN TEEN LIFE

The betrayal of Maggie Blair.  
Elizabeth Laird.  Houghton, 2011. $16.99.  
9780547341262.  Grades 8 up.  In a 17th 
century Scottish village, Maggie and her 
grandmother are accused of witchcraft by 
someone who wants their land.  Maggie 
escapes only to become embroiled in 
more violence just where she hopes to 
find refuge.

Bloodline rising.  Katy Moran.  
Candlewick, 2011. $16.99.  
9780763645083.  Grades 7 up.  Cai loves 
7th century Constantinople, where his 
skill as a thief borders on magical.  But 
Cai is kidnapped and ends up in Great 
Britain, the native land of his parents.  
Surprises and more fighting are in store 
for him in that rough country.

iBoy.  Kevin Brooks.  Chicken House, 2011. 
$17.99.  9780545317689.  Grades 9 up.  In 
this thought-provoking fantasy, Tom, 16, 
gains strange powers when an iPhone 
crashes into his head.  He uses them to try 
to do good in his crime-ridden London 
public housing and punish those who 
gang raped a friend of his.

Now is the time for running.  Michael 
Williams.  Little, Brown, 2011. $17.99.  
9780316077903.  Grades 8 up.  After 
soldiers kill Deo’s mother and grandfa-
ther, the 15-year-old tries to escape with 
his mentally limited 25-year-old brother 
from Zimbabwe to South Africa.  But 
tragedy follows Deo until street soccer 
offers him a way out of homelessness and 
despair.

you against me.  Jenny Downham.  
David Fickling Books, 2011. $16.99.  
9780385751605. Grades 8 up.  Mikey, 18, 
wants revenge against the boy who raped 
his younger sister.  Seeking him at a party, 
Mikey instead falls for Ellie, the rapist’s 
sister.  Torn between his love for Ellie and 
his anguish at his sister’s pain, Mikey tries 
to make sense of his difficult life.
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Loerschter, David, Carol Koechlin, and 
Sandi Zwann.  The New Learning Com-
mons: Where Learners Win. Hi Willow Re-
search & Pub, 2008.  

Sue Kowalski is the librarian at Pine Grove 
Middle School in the East Syracuse Minoa 
School District, NY.   Pine Grove was re-
cently honored as the ALA/Follett School 

Library Program on the Year.  Sue and 
her team are passionate about creating a 
student centered program that inspires 
learning for life.  Sue is President Elect 
for NYLA/SSL and is an advocate through 
leadership on multiple committees and ac-
tion teams. 

WORDS AT PLAY
his Shoes Were Far Too Tight. Edward 
Lear. Il. Calef Brown. Chronicle Books. 
2011. $16.99. 978-0-8118-6792-4. 
Grades 3-5. Bright, relentlessly goofy 
art captures the high silliness in this 
sampling of the master of nonsense 
poetry’s works—from “The Pobble 
Who Has No Toes” to “The Nonsense 
Alphabet” and “There Was an Old Derry 
Down Derry.”

if Beaver had a Fever. Helen Ketteman. 
Il. Kevin O’Malley. Marshall Cavendish. 
2011. $16.99. 978-0-7614-5951-4. Grades 
K-2. Illustrated with a blend of polished 
figures and exuberant childlike scrib-
bles, a young bear poses a set of silly 
rhymed questions—“What if Weasel had 
the measles?” “What if Deer couldn’t 
hear?”—and gets even sillier responses.

Mother Goose Picture Puzzles. Will 
Hillenbrand. Marshall Cavendish. 2011. 
$17.99. 978-0-7614-5808-1. Grades K-1. 
Twenty mostly familiar nursery rhymes 
are presented in a mix of words and 
rebuses. Big cartoon illustrations feature 
helpful labels for young readers still 
getting the hang of “reading” pictures.

Shoe-la-la! Karen Beaumont. Il. LeUyen 
Pham. Scholastic, 2011. $16.99. 978-0-
545-06705-8. Grades 1-3. Four lasses in 
search of party shoes invade a shoe store 
and havoc ensues: “Cowgirl…Rock star…
Princess… Bride… / This pair? That pair? 
Can’t decide.” Rollicking rhymes capture 
high energy shopping, reflected in illus-
trations heaped with glittering piles of 
footwear.

Shout! Shout it out! Denise Fleming. 
Henry Holt. 2011. $16.99. 978-0-8050-
9237-0. Grades K-2. With great big words 
and pulp paper art in incandescent 
colors, Fleming invites young children to 
bellow out the letters of the alphabet, the 
names of colors, types of animals, and 
kinds of vehicles. Get Loud!
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Ribbon Cutting Ceremony to promote new networking room!

Involve STUDENTS to make it happen.  

12   T E A C H E R  L I B R A R I A N   3 9 : 2


