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“An idea of the learning 

commons is utilized to 

foster flexible learning 

opportunities while 

incorporating immediate 

access to information.”

Choices, 
Chances, & 
Changes

The 3 Cs of life: You must make 
a choice to take a chance or 

your life will never change. 
These are the three simple words that resonated in my brain the summer of 2011 as 
I said goodbye to a district I had taught in for ten years and headed across the state 
to take on the role of library media specialist at the Morgan School in Clinton, Con-
necticut. Change can be intimidating, but staying stagnant and never progressing can 
be even scarier.

What follows is the story of my change. It was no small feat or an overnight sensation 
but a transformation that evolved from a symphony of ideas and collaboration among 
professionals in the fi eld. French author C. Joybell defi ned perfection as “a collection of a 
variety of pieces that, when viewed and felt individually, are diffi cult and confusing; but 
when brought together as one, create a perfect picture.” My school library transformation 
to a learning commons is a refl ection of just that. There were various trials, refl ections, 
and revisions that spanned the course of two years. What has grown from the revolution 
has ultimately become the foundation behind a brand new high school for Clinton that 
will open its doors to students in the fall of 2015. 

The Morgan School is a public high school serving approximately six hundred stu-
dents. The last time the 16,000 square foot library underwent a renovation was in the 
early 1990s. (Remember the days of card catalogs and reader’s guides?) The space had an 
abundance of mauve countertops, walls, and carpet. The shelves were partly fi lled with 
outdated materials, and the only available technology for students was the six desktop 
computers that lined a side wall. My interview for this position began with a trip to the 
media center and a sheet of paper that simply stated, “What would you change?” It was 
pretty evident that the staff and students of this high school were ready for this renova-
tion, a change that would require more than a splash of new paint and posters on the wall. 
Was I ready to take it all on? Challenge accepted!

the seed is PLanted

The interview brainstorming sheet was the 
fi rst key to realizing that the administra-
tion was looking for a shift in practice. That 
was one major hurdle already out of the 
way. The next step to revolutionizing the 
space was examining how it could evolve. 
A global shift is happening in twenty-
fi rst-century education; media centers are 
transforming into areas of user-centric 
learning where self-discovery and col-
laboration take place daily. This is where 
my panel of experts, though they didn’t 
know it at the time, really came into play. 
My fi rst companion became the book The 
New Learning Commons: Where Learners 
Win by Loertscher, Koechlin, and Zwaan. 
The authors share a vision of the learning 
commons as “a center planned by both the 
youth and adults, drawn there by its in-
viting and collaborative atmosphere.” An 
idea of the learning commons is utilized to 
foster fl exible learning opportunities while 
incorporating immediate access to infor-
mation. Throughout the book the encour-
agement to transform both the physical 
and virtual space is discussed, with the end 
result being a central network that offers 
boundless opportunities for growth and 
differentiated learning rather than a space 
where only print materials are offered. 
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With this in mind I began thinking 
about how I could create a space that 
would welcome students and staff for a va-
riety of purposes, along with moving the 
whole school population into a twenty-
first-century education model. The current 
space offered plenty of adaptable areas 
and possibilities. The more I read about the 
growing learning commons concept, the 
more I began to envision how my current 
conditions could adopt this concept with 
little customization. 

LittLe changes = big 
success!

Following a general meeting with my 
building administrator, I learned the fol-
lowing.

• Students’ use of the space was limited 
to attending study hall.

• Teachers were not utilizing the space 
during class time. 

• Circulation statistics showed that very 
few items were moving from the shelves. 

• Students did not actively seek books 
purely for the enjoyment of reading, and 
a large portion of the yearly book budget 
was spent updating reference collections 
and encyclopedia volumes. 

• Students were craving more technol-
ogy usage in their courses, but teachers 

were hesitant to incorporate technology 
due to its lack of dependability. 

• The school conditions supported lim-
ited wireless access and, until recently, had 
no onsite technology support. 

• Often when teachers would attempt 
to incorporate the laptop cart or interac-
tive board into a lesson, there was no one 
available to troubleshoot problems. 

This information prefaced my proposal 
to move this learning community from 
a media center to a learning commons 
model. This small space had the foundation 
needed to accommodate individuals, small 
groups, and entire classes. If we could be-
gin to support new technology, the space 
could embrace a learning commons struc-
ture. 

The big surprise for me was when it was 
suggested that we tap the school’s trust 
fund for financial support. Money is allot-
ted each year by our alumni association to 
help create programs for students in areas 
that may not be covered under our regu-
lar allocated budget. The challenge would 
be convincing the alumni board that they 
would be investing this money in more 
than just new technology and furniture, 
but rather a cutting-edge, state-of-the-art 
school climate. With a new school built 
right around the corner, the board would 
require evidence that Morgan students 

spreadinG their 
WinGs
Benway, Robin. Also Known As (AKA). 
Walker, 2013. 320p. $16.99. 978-0-8027-
3390-0. $9.99 Trade pb. 978-0-8027-3545-4. 
Grades 7-10. Glamorous as it sounds 
to be the daughter of spies and an ace 
safecracker herself, Maggie, sixteen, 
wants to try something ordinary, so she 
jumps at the chance to go to school in 
Manhattan. Her assignment is to infiltrate 
the home of Jesse, a fellow student, and 
steal documents. She never expects to 
fall for Jesse or make good friends with 
irrepressible Roux. Fun and fast-moving.

Blackwood, Sage. Jinx. Harper, 2013. 
368p. $16.99. 978-0-06-212990-1. Grades 
4-8. After Jinx’s stepfather abandons him 
in a magical forest, the boy is rescued 
by a wizard named Simon. Although Jinx 
was raised to believe wizards are evil, he 
thrives in his new surroundings where he 
learns to read, hoping to learn magic. But 
the time comes when he must leave on his 
own adventure and find out if he can truly 
trust Simon. A satisfying blend of familiar 
elements and originality.

Carriger, Gail. Etiquette & Espionage. 
Little, Brown, 2013. 320p. $17.99. 978-0-
316-19008-4. Grades 6 up. Victorian-era 
tomboy Sophronia assumes her new 
finishing school will be dull and proper. 
Imagine her surprise when her classes 
include espionage and poisoning! One of 
her teachers is even a vampire. Sophronia, 
who’s likeable and brave, develops her 
talents, makes friends, and tries to foil 
an evil plot in this highly entertaining 
steampunk spy adventure.

Zarr, Sara. The Lucy Variations. Little, 
Brown, 2013. 320p. $18. 978-0-316-20501-6. 
Grades 8 up. Lucy, sixteen, could have 
been a world-class pianist but she threw 
it all away—or that’s how her mother and 
grandfather look at it. Lucy loves music but 
wants more in her life. When a charismatic 
young piano teacher starts to work with 
Lucy’s younger brother, she begins to hope 
she can have it all: music, a full life, and 
even love. A sophisticated moving novel 
about a girl defining her own values.
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Floor plan of the Morgan School learning commons.
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needed these additional tools and practice 
to increase their opportunities in a quickly 
evolving society. Our current students 
could not wait for the new building. We 
had to move now.

if you buiLd it . . .

With the board of trustees invested in 
our proposal, we were ready to begin the 
transformation. Once again I took to my 
resources and explored numerous learn-
ing commons that were already success-
fully established and shared on the web. I 
considered colors, space arrangement, fur-
niture styles, and hidden gems. One learn-
ing commons space that intrigued me was 
Chelmsford High Library in Massachusetts. 
Valerie Diggs and company did an amaz-
ing job building an area that students saw 
as inviting as well as supportive. I was 
particularly fond of Diggs’s idea to include 
a variety of seating options—even diner 
booths! It was clear that adaptable furni-
ture and desirable seating for students was 
the direction to go. I looked into tables that 
had a traditional library appeal but could 
be easily moved to reconfigure the space 
on demand. I followed the lead of Chelms-
ford High School and ordered diner booths. 
I followed Loertscher and company’s sug-
gestion to involve students in the trans-
formation. I attended a summer session of 
our student council and gave students the 
opportunity to share what type of seat-
ing they would like for the fiction area of 
the room. The students were eager to flip 
through catalogs and voice their opinion 
on “comfortable” seating options.

It would take time for the new furni-
ture to arrive, and in the meantime, a new 
space with new ideas needed a fresh face. 
I wanted to make it a priority to change 
what I could quickly and efficiently. When 
students returned in the fall, I wanted them 
to be greeted with a new space that offered 
a fresh new outlook for learning. They 
would still have the comfort of a tradi-
tional library, but it would mesh with new 
services and support. My mind raced back 
to a Slideshare presentation by Valerie 
Diggs. She presented a learning commons 
as “a place of teaching and learning, group 

work, collaboration, professional develop-
ment, creativity, change, inquiry, commu-
nication and community,” not “a place de-
signed primarily for finding information, a 
place where students only come to use the 
copy machine, a place where the ‘librar-
ian’ is in charge, a place where students 
are greeted with rules as they enter, a place 
where bookshelves with outdated material 
fill open space.” I wanted our space to be 
vibrant, colorful, and inviting, with a cof-
feehouse appeal that attracts patrons to 

stay a while for work or leisure. A group of 
art students, our local paint store consul-
tant, and I met to choose a color pallet and 
wall adornments. All displayed artwork 
would be created by students.

I wanted to establish a separate space 
that could be used for small-group work, 
individualized testing, and silent study. It 
was determined that a small storage room 
off the main library was ideal to support 
such a collaborative space. I outsourced a 
wall of encyclopedias to make room for a 

A variety of seating options in the new learning commons included diner booths 
(above) which promote collaboration. Expressly comfortable seating for the 
fiction area was selected with input from the students.



projection screen and interactive projector 
that were ordered. By consolidating four 
reference shelves, I was able to create a lo-
cation that could be used to house larger 
groups, including classes and presenters. 
Many of the reference books were re-cat-
aloged and put back into student circula-
tion.

The online card catalog helped clar-
ify why students were not reading for 
pleasure. The average age of the fiction 

collection was 1993. For this to be an 
effective learning commons, the impor-
tance that print materials still held in the 
space, including providing a rich and di-
verse collection of books, needed to be 
attended to. After an extensive search of 
Goodreads, ALA Teen Choice, and sum-
mer reading selections from a variety of 
well-known high schools, I placed a large 
order of new, updated pleasure-reading 
books. These books would be put on dis-

oh no! MakinG 
Mistakes
Balouch, Kristen. The Little Little Girl 
with the Big Big Voice. Little Simon. 
2011. 32p.  $12.99. 978-1-442-40808-1. 
Grades K-2. Little she may be, but so 
HUGE and LOUD is her voice that she 
frightens off even the elephant and the 
big, big snake. Balouch’s incandescent 
art seems to ROAR right along with her—
and with the big, big playmate she finds 
at last.

Emmett, Jonathan. The Princess and 
the Pig. Illus. by Poly Bernatene. Walker. 
2011. 32p. $16.99. 978-0-8027-2334-5. 
Grades 1-2. Switched by accident, 
a baby princess is raised by a kind 
farming couple—and a piglet grows up 
in the royal palace. You’d think someone 
would notice, wouldn’t you? A droll tale, 
illustrated in grand style.

Gutman, Dan. The Day Roy Riegels 
Ran the Wrong Way. Illus. by Kerry 
Talbott. Bloomsbury. 2011. 40p. $16.99. 
978-1-599-90494-8. Grades 1-3. Relating 
a true episode that has passed into 
football lore, an ex-sportscaster tells his 
grandson about the unforgettable day a 
college player snatched up a fumbled 
ball and took it on an epic run—toward, 
unfortunately, his own team’s end 
zone. Talbott’s close-up illustrations let 
children run right along with “Wrong 
Way Riegels.” 

Offill, Jenny. 11 Experiments That 
Failed. Illus. by Nancy Carpenter. 
Schwartz & Wade, 2011. 40p. $16.99. 
978-0-375-84762-2. Grades 1-3. In a set 
of painless (for readers, anyway) and 
hilarious lessons in the scientific method, 
a young researcher discovers that no, 
messages in bottles can’t be flushed 
down the toilet, a slice of bologna will 
not fly like a Frisbee, and nine other 
promising but similarly mistaken 
hypotheses are tested with disastrous 
results. Carpenter’s precisely drawn 
illustrations lay out each experiment’s 
materials and procedures in detail.
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The fiction collection received a much needed update. Students can scan QR 
codes with their phones to get more information about each book.
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play for students to see as soon as they 
entered the space. I reviewed the current 
periodical budget. Many of the maga-
zines subscribed to were of little or no 
interest to students and were not readily 
available. Following a discussion with 
Sydnye Cohen, library media specialist 
at Brookfield High School in Connecti-
cut, my periodical subscriptions went 
from 10 to 24. I subscribed to magazines 
that could be used for research as well as 
pleasure. I ordered magazines focusing 
on all interests of life, including music, 
technology, and sports. Magazines were 
put in an accessible location, with the 
newest edition’s covers in full view. 

I began enhancing the space us-
ing what was readily available to me. It 
was Pamela Colburn Harland’s book The 
Learning Commons: Seven Simple Steps 
to Transform Your Library that helped me 
discover simple, effective adjustments to 
my practice using materials that were al-
ready at my fingertips. For example, in a 

traditional library setting, a librarian can 
spend a great deal of time retrieving sup-
plies for students, such as scissors, glue 
sticks, and markers. To supply students 
with these materials without feeling like 
I was being interrupted throughout the 

day, I created a student production table. 
I purchased inexpensive bins from the lo-
cal office store and loaded them with all 
the materials a student may need (pencils, 
paper, markers, glue, scissors, etc.) These 
materials were then placed in a public 

The learning commons provides access to iPads which students can use to peruse textbooks, e-books, websites, and other 
resources.

Attention was paid to the Virtual Learning Commons, too, providing students with 
24/7 access.
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area of the room where students could ac-
cess anything they needed without having 
to ask. 

Another time-saving change was creat-
ing a shelf in the learning commons that 
would house textbooks for all courses. This 
benefited students because they would no 
longer need to leave during a study hall 
to switch out books from lockers. Harland 
also offered great advice for getting sub-
scription periodicals circulating more. Her 
suggestion to photocopy the cover page 
and table of contents to share with faculty 
members was brilliant! When the teacher 
comes across something that interests 
them, not only will they stop to check out 
the full source but you will also have the 
advantage of engaging them in conversa-
tion about what is taking place in their 
classroom and possible ways you can be-
come involved.

move to the virtuaL worLd

For the technology portion of this move-
ment, our tech team decided a mobile 

The learning commons space is flexible, good for groups for class or individual 
use (above). Students were asked to combine an old school presentation 
form(posters) with a 21st century big think(iPads). This student is listening to 
what an autistic student might hear in their own head on any given day.



J U N E  2 0 1 3    31

laptop classroom would help round out 
and support the learning lab portion of 
the commons. A mobile cart of thirty 
iPad devices was ordered to help engage 
students in new twenty-first-century 
skills while also encouraging use of the 
learning lab area. Teachers were given 
the opportunity to become pilot iPad 
teachers. In return for having an iPad of 
their own to use with their class, they 
would report back to the technology 
team and administration how they were 
successfully incorporating this device 
into their classroom and what challenges 
they encountered.

Another update was intertwining tech-
nology and print, providing students with 
continual access to all the information 
the learning commons has to offer. Clin-
ton Schools is a Google apps district, so 
it was not a difficult decision to turn our 
virtual learning commons into a Google 
site. I devoted a large amount of time pe-
rusing blogs posted by experts in the field 
for web tools, databases, and other rel-
evant digital resources. The site was cre-
ated with the idea that students would be 
able to locate what they needed in three 
clicks or less. I strove to make the site user 
friendly and attractive. I made sure there 
was easy access to databases offered for 
free by ICONN, our state library of data-
bases. Each subject area database had an 
individual search tab. I included direct 
links to web tools that would support stu-
dents in organizing and producing new 
material, including links to copyright-free 
music and images. Students were even of-
fered a form to request new books for our 
growing collection. These simple changes 
would make the new learning commons 
a 24/7 accessible landing spot for the 
school community.

bring in the crowd

I rearranged the space, ordered materials, 
and prepared for students. Now what? How 
would my users expect the space to work? 
How would I encourage the shift in prac-
tice without totally losing the management 
piece? None of these questions would be 
answered without students in the space. 

The next step was to attract the crowd. Not 
being a classroom teacher, this could be 
difficult for me, so I needed to branch out 
and become involved with students outside 
the learning commons space. Sydnye Co-
hen suggested I look into becoming an ad-
visor to a student organization. Since our 
school’s Interact Club was previously run 
by the media specialist, this seemed like 
the simplest transition to make. Interact is 
a group of students that works closely with 
the town’s Rotary Club. They are highly in-

volved with community efforts in and out 
of school. Many of the members are natu-
ral leaders and well respected by the rest of 
the school. The students were eager to hear 
about all the new changes, and between 
them and all the groups I met with over the 
summer, I was pretty convinced the room 
would soon be flowing with curious minds.

To encourage staff to invest some of 
their teaching time in the updated space, 
I created a meet-and-greet sheet for all de-
partments to complete. They were asked to 
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share assignments and projects they might 
be completing in the upcoming school year 
and what I could purchase for the learn-
ing commons that would support student 
success. This was also a great way to get 
acquainted with department curriculum, as 
well as how I would be able to offer my 
services to teachers throughout the year. 

stiLL evoLving today

What does our school learning commons 
represent today? The update of the physi-
cal space has been successful, but it is 
the philosophical shift that will make it 
a true success story. We are now armed 
with a great space and intrigued students 
and staff. We strive to integrate into the 
evolving school community. Through the 
past two years, we have ventured into a 
more collaborative structure of learning 
where teachers seek advice from the me-
dia specialist and partner up for projects. 
Everything about the space continues to 
evolve. We sponsor online book clubs and 
encourage student exploration of contem-
porary production tools. Teachers are en-
couraged to share their successes and trials 
with technology through our monthly fac-
ulty meetings. When teachers have imple-
mented a new piece of technology into an 
existing lesson, they are encouraged to 
share with others through teacher-run pro-
fessional development and meetings. The 
learning commons has become a hub for 
community events, such as monthly PTA 
meetings and guest speakers. The virtual 
learning commons continues to be revised 
and updated to meet everyone’s needs. Af-
ter a three-day virtual seminar with David 
Loertscher, I worked to rebuild the site. The 
virtual learning space is slowly emerging 
from being a one-person-directed site to 
a learning-community-managed space. 
Clubs can publish important dates on our 
Google calendar, students can look for 
peer book recommendations, and staff can 
upload model student work to a growing 
project page.

At the beginning of the 2013 school 
year, we will have our very fi rst student 
iTeam. As members of the iTeam, students 
will earn credit for being an active part 

of the learning commons. They will help 
manage our virtual commons space, work 
collaboratively with classrooms on twenty-
fi rst-century skill projects, and create stu-
dent-directed tutorials that offer technol-
ogy support to staff and students. Our diner 
booths will be equipped with stationary 
iPads, similar to that jukebox feel of the 
good old days. On these devices students 
will have immediate access to the online 
catalog, a virtual dictionary, and even vir-
tual radio.

Looking toward the 
future

The transformation will be ongoing, and I 
learned that these changes could have been 
made regardless of monetary resources. The 
true purpose of a successful learning com-
mons is to discover what the population 
needs to fl ourish as independent creators 
and learners and fi nding ways of providing 
the tools needed to achieve these goals. I 
also realized that not all changes would fall 
into place overnight, and not everyone is 
going to jump on board at once. In fact, af-
ter two years, some goals are still ongoing. 
The most exciting outcome of our change is 
that the learning commons model has now 
become the foundation on which our brand 
new high school is being developed and 
built—it will be the hub of our new build-
ing. The main space will offer students ev-
erything they currently have, along with a 
production room with interactive walls and 
tools including a green screen. Each wing 
of the building will house a collaborative 
space where teachers can take students out 
of the general classroom for new experi-
ences. It will include tools for successful 
collaboration and even a small print cir-
culation. The school’s purpose is to culti-
vate intellect and character in partnership 
with families and the community. Students 
learn in a rigorous academic and student-
centered environment that prepares them 
to become resourceful, productive, healthy 
citizens in a global society. As we continue 
to grow and develop this new space and 
practice, the Morgan School learning com-
mons is quite a sight to behold.
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