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Executive Summary 

This research explored how traditional library spaces incorporate makerspaces (digital and 

otherwise) and transform into multimedia learning and doing.  

It is not the intention of the research to either persuade or dissuade principals from incorporating 

makerspaces into their libraries, but to shed some light on this makerspace phenomena which is 

playing out in libraries across the globe. The findings will inform and support school leaders who 

are reimagining their school library and are considering makerspaces as a possibility.  

 

My qualitative approach included a literature review of the relationship between Makerspaces and 

libraries, both school and public. Through a qualitative study involving a sample of schools I 

identified what hinders or helps principals implement makerspaces into their school libraries and 

whether there were perceived benefits to the implementation of these spaces. In support of this 

approach I visited makerspaces in public libraries in Boston, Dublin and Auckland and interviewed 

their librarians. 

 

School libraries have faced significant challenges in the last decade with mobile digital devices 

and innovative learning environments encroaching on the traditional domains of what were once 

thought of as exclusive to libraries. Students now access digital books from anywhere in the 

school and innovative learning environments provide study, sanctuary and seminar spaces 

similar to what libraries once provided. The lines between innovative learning environments and 

libraries is increasingly blurred which calls into question the relevance of libraries today. From a 

pedagogical constructionism view point, where ‘learning is by making’, the setting up of a close 

relationship between the library (access to knowledge) and makerspace (learning by making) is 

an ideal way for libraries to evolve and remain relevant. 

 

Makerspaces strive to foster collaboration, diversity, and ‘cross-pollination’ across different 

materials, techniques, and expertise (Cooper, 2013). ‘Making’ is distinguished from the usually 

solo activities of tinkering or inventing. There is a commitment to sharing and collaborating with 

other makers with different interests and skills and makerspaces have been described as 

“collectives, active ‘communities of practice’ that allow people to work on projects of interest 

through sharing resources and knowledge” (Fleming, 2015; Roslund & Rodgers, 2014). 
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This collaborative aspect was noted by principals who had makerspaces in their schools and had 

witnessed how ‘social bonding through problem solving reached across different age groups’. 

 

Indeed, the findings are generally positive about the introduction of makerspaces into school 

libraries especially in regard to supporting problem solving, collaborative practice, increasing ‘foot 

traffic’ and helping to create a ‘village green social effect’ as different types and ages of students 

work together. Importance was also attached to having a clear philosophy as to why a school was 

introducing makerspaces into their library and care was required around educating adults about the 

need for change while dealing with noise and messiness in what once was a quite space.  

 

Despite the challenges that each school principal worked through setting up makerspaces, there 

was an understanding that the library model of yesterday was no longer adequate and that, just 

maybe, makerspaces could offer something different to serve a multitude of learners needs and 

reestablish the library as the center of learning in the school. 
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visited a public library in many years. To my great delight I found outstanding libraries both 

architecturally and service wise which can proudly take their place beside any library in the 

world. Nor did I fully appreciate what school libraries and our librarians deliver for our learners 

and the potential they have for so much more. As noted elsewhere, the key challenge for school 

library staff is to convince the principal that librarians are much more than ‘the keeper of books’ 

and that their role is constantly changing (Curtis, 2017). 

 

Scope of the Topic 

The intention of this limited piece of research is to explore how traditional library spaces 

incorporate makerspaces (digital and otherwise) and transform into multimedia learning and 

doing. The findings will inform and support school leaders who are re-imagining their school 

library environment as they do other aspects of both their built and virtual school environment. 

It is not the intention of this research to either persuade or dissuade principals or librarians from 

incorporating makerspaces into their libraries, but to shed some light on this makerspace 

phenomena which is gathering momentum across the educational and more importantly, the 

library landscape. To assist readers engage more with the thinking and philosophy behind 

makerspaces in libraries as opposed to getting hooked on the baubles of the actual spaces, I have 

purposely excluded extensive banks of pictures of makerspaces as these are easily accessible 

online.   

Makerspaces may be a ‘hipster’ thing that are here today and gone tomorrow or perhaps presents 

a unique opportunity to re-vison school libraries. Whichever the case, what has become evident 

through my research is that the day of the traditional school library has passed. 

 

Initial Interest in Topic 

As a full primary, St Thomas’s School does not have specialised rooms and our year 7 and 8 

students attend technology classes at our nearby high school. We have managed to squeeze a 

robotics and a coding area into one of our classrooms and also for a time had a TV & video suite 

before giving up the space to reading support. Our staff in the junior area had often commented 

on how some of the students entering school have underveloped fine motor skills and we had 

introduced more tactile learning in this area both in and outside the classroom.  
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We had considered what it would be like to have an area in which all our students could access 

hands on activities but unfortunately never had the space. 

 

In recent years St Thomas’s School carried out a significant a modernisation programme 

including building twelve new innovative learning environments (ILE’s). In preparation for the 

construction of a new ILE block and library, the school retained some additional classrooms to 

house students during the proposed building phase. Retaining these classrooms provided the 

school with spare capacity prior to the start of construction.  

 

Around this time, I listened to a British Broadcasting Corporation (BBC) radio programme about 

how Massachusetts Institute of Technology (MIT) had introduced hands on creative workshops 

to support students to fully understand three dimensional concepts and problem solve 

engineering questions. The report concluded that the students loved the tinkering and making of 

models and that this making had increased their academic scores. Becoming interested in this 

idea I stumbled across the concept of ‘makerspace’ and started reading up on what this looked 

like in different settings and in particular when incorporated in libraries. 

With the introduction of ILE’s and collaborative teaching and learning into our school there   

were questions as to whether our existing library was enhancing or inhibiting the ILE experience.  

Students now had access, via their own devices, to access reading material at any time or place 

without physically visiting the library. Students and teaching staff were working in a 

collaborative space however our library was still a ‘sit down and be quite’ environment more 

akin to the 1950’s than to what our ILE’s now offered. 

 

In support of ILE practices one of our staff had recently completed a course at Mindlab and was 

keen to share her expertise and learning with other staff and students. For the first time we had 

key ingredients to trial a makerspace in our library including: 

 A spare room adjacent and connected through to the existing library  

 Students already exposed to robotics and coding across the school 

 Some staff who were experienced with TV broadcasting  

 A desire to provide more tactile experience for students 

 An existing library which was out of sync with our ILE philosophy  
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 A passionate teacher who had completed a Mindlab course 

 Exposure to a few readings on what a makerspace could be and a keenness to try it out 

 A new library proposed for 2019 

All of these provided the opportunity to ‘play’ with the concept of makerspace in our existing 

library and explore whether this was something feasible to do in our planned new library.  

 

Methodology:  

My qualitative approach to this topic was to carry out a literature review of the relationship 

between Makerspaces and libraries, both school and public.  

I sought out schools which had embraced Makerspaces, digital or otherwise and through a 

qualitative study involving a sample of these schools sought to identify what hinders or helps 

principals implement such spaces into their libraries and whether there were perceived benefits 

to the implementation of these spaces. 

In support of this approach I visited makerspaces in public libraries in Boston, Dublin and 

Auckland and interviewed their librarians.  

 

Challenges Facing Libraries Today. 
Most New Zealand school buildings were constructed during the 1950s through to the 1970s and 

most schools are based on the ‘school block’ principal which were designed to support teacher 

centered, text book driven, passive learning. (Armstrong, C., Ministry of Education Policy 

Analyst). Armstrong goes on to say that “In order to deliver the NZ Curriculum and support 21st 

century teaching and learning, school property is being modernised over time based on the 

Ministry’s MLE criteria.”  He further elaborates that “The NZ Curriculum indicates that students 

learn best when they are:  

• actively involved in decision making  

• initiating learning  

• collaborating together and  

• making connections within and across learning areas. 

Armstrong maintains that the best educational outcomes for learners, in terms of infrastructure, is 

flexible learning spaces that enable collaborative learning.  
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From a personal perspective, as a school principal whose school has undergone significant 

modernisation based around Innovative Learning Environments (ILE), I agree with Armstrongs 

view of where and how learning takes place. Yet amongst all our ILE structures we have a 

library building which was built in the 1950’s and could be described as out of sync with the 

needs of 21st century learners. Our school is fortunate, as are a limited number of other schools, 

who have had or will have new libraries constructed because for the most part, schools are stuck 

with last century library infrastructure amidst 21st century ILE’s.  

Though it has been noted elsewhere that the “the focus of innovative learning space is never 

about the building, its what the building enables the user to do” (Long, C.), nevertheless it is 

challenging when a school has a block of innovative learning spaces and a 1950s library. As 

Eskett, P. and McFadden, J. have noted, “The Modern Learning Environment movement has 

given traditional libraries and librarians a formidable challenge”. Chris Bradbeer notes in his 

Open Learning Spaces blog that: 

“most schools are not in a position to rebuild or remodel their entire school environment 

but are more likely to be embarking on the conversion or reconfiguration of a subset of 

existing buildings.  Within this context the development of open learning commons that 

integrate the roles of library and media centre supporting both individual, reflective 

learning and noisy, collaborative project based activities offer real scope for schools to 

embrace aspects of the open learning pedagogy to complement and add value to a more 

traditional school environment.” 

 

Yet even schools which are fortunate enough to have new library buildings are not immune from 

the challenges which libraries now face. In his article “Modern Learning Environments and 

Libraries”, Mark Osborne argues that modern learning environments can now offer a greater 

variety of settings than the traditional classroom could historically. Mark notes that:  

“students can access, without leaving their classroom, many of the spaces that have 

traditionally been provided by libraries: quiet, reflective, ‘sanctuary’ spaces; 

collaborative, cooperative group spaces; or even group-learning ‘seminar’ spaces.”  

Mark goes on to point out that “a more direct threat to libraries has been the arrival of relatively 

low-cost, wireless mobile devices in schools” and students and teachers are able to access more 

and more resources electronically. He notes that: 
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“students can now read e-book versions of novels or magazines, watch documentaries     

online, and read high-quality, up-to-date nonfiction without leaving their classrooms. 

Osbourn identified two areas that traditionally were associated with school libraries, but which 

now are just as easily associated with modern learning environments and they are: 

 the provision of spaces (library as ‘sanctuary’, ‘study’ or ‘seminar space’), and 

 the provision and allocation of resources (library as ‘storehouse’).  

As Osbourn concludes “if modern learning environments are becoming more and more like 

libraries, where does that leave libraries?” 

 

Indeed, not in a good position as figures released under the Official Information Act show 

that more than 178 schools in New Zealand don't even have a library, while 330 schools 

have less library space than they're entitled to.  When questioned about lack of library 

space the then Associate Education Minister was quoted as saying "What's actually 

happening here (in New Zealand) over the last decade, schools have chosen to not build 

libraries or to build smaller libraries," which indicates that some school Boards view 

library space as becoming less important than other areas (https://www.tvnz.co.nz/one-

news/new-zealand/overcrowding-forces-178-nz-schools-go-without-library) 

It should be noted that the increasing number of schools going without libraries is not confined 

to New Zealand and indeed is far worse in America. For instance: 

 The number of school libraries in New York dropped from 1500 in 2005 to 700 in 2014 

 43% of school librarian positions in the Houston Independent School District 

disappeared over a five year period 

 Ohio lost 700 librarian positions over a decade 

 California has hemorrhaged school librarians to the point where it now has the worst 

ratio of 1 to 7000 librarians to students of any state (http://theconversation.com/the-

calamity-of-the-disappearing-school-libraries-44498). 

Libraries in general are facing strong headwinds as can be seen recently in the University of 

Auckland decision to close three specialist libraries and cut more than 100 jobs in support 

services. (https://www.newshub.co.nz/home/new-zealand/2018/06/auckland-university-

confirms-library-closures-despite-huge-protests.html). 

https://www.newshub.co.nz/home/new-zealand/2018/06/auckland-university-confirms-library-closures-despite-huge-protests.html
https://www.newshub.co.nz/home/new-zealand/2018/06/auckland-university-confirms-library-closures-despite-huge-protests.html
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Indeed, recently there was even an article in Forbes magazine by Panos Mourdoukoutas, a 

professor of economics at LIU Post in New York that proposed that all public libraries in 

America should be closed and replaced with amazon bookstores.  

As Osborne has noted the challenge facing libraries is significant:  

“if we don’t provide something different from what people can access more conveniently 

elsewhere, we will struggle to remain relevant in a rapidly evolving, information-rich 

world.”  

Which leads us back to the topic of incorporating makerspaces into libraries and whether this 

concept can revitalize the library space, revision it as the heart of the school or is makerspaces 

another fad and distraction to students who wish for a quite space to read? 

 

Pedagogical Support of Makerspace  

Constructivism has been described as basically a theory about how learners construct their own 

understanding and knowledge of the world, through experiencing things and reflecting on those 

experiences (Concept to Classroom, 

https://www.thirteen.org/edonline/concept2class/constructivism/). As learners, when we come 

across something new, we hold it up to our previous ideas and experience, maybe changing what 

we believe, or maybe discarding the new information as irrelevant. We are active creators of our 

own knowledge and we do this by asking questions, exploring, and assessing what we know.  

 

  

Curriculum begins with the parts of 

the whole. Emphasizes basic skills. 

Curriculum emphasizes big concepts, 

beginning with the whole and 

expanding to include the parts. 

Strict adherence to fixed curriculum 

is highly valued. 

Pursuit of student questions and 

interests is valued. 

Materials are primarily textbooks 

and workbooks. 

Materials include primary sources of 

material and manipulative materials. 
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Learning is based on repetition. Learning is interactive, building on 

what the student already knows. 

Teachers disseminate information to 

students; students are recipients of 

knowledge. 

Teachers have a dialogue with 

students, helping students construct 

their own knowledge. 

Teacher's role is directive, rooted in 

authority. 

Teacher's role is interactive, rooted 

in negotiation. 

Assessment is through testing, 

correct answers. 

Assessment includes student works, 

observations, and points of view, as 

well as tests. Process is as important 

as product. 

Knowledge is seen as inert. Knowledge is seen as dynamic, ever 

changing with our experiences. 

Students work primarily alone. Students work primarily in groups. 

Retrieved from: 

https://www.thirteen.org/edonline/concept2class/constructivism/index_sub3.html 

 

Both libraries and makerspaces are places of informal learning and from a constructivist point of 

view students construct knowledge through access to information while makerspaces participants 

construct knowledge through the manipulation and creation of material objects. This is based on 

a theory associated with constructivism, known as constructionism. According to 

constructionism, while the learning occurs inside the student’s head, it is the action of building 

something that is personally meaningful, or creating a tangible product that is shareable, that 

cements the real learning for the learner (Martinez & Stager, 2013, p.32). 

In its most basic form constructionism is ‘learning by making’ (Papert and Harel 1991). 
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Retrieved from: http://fablearn.stanford.edu/fellows/blog/constructionism-learning-theory-and-

model-maker-education 

 

While both the library and makerspaces can be the setting for a formal instructional style of 

learning they are also equally supportive of student driven, independent and creative learning. 

The library has space and access to a wide variety of subject matter which encourages students to 

construct, reflect and create more knowledge. Makerspaces provide access to physical resources 

which can be used for crafting, engineering, design, robotics and media. Bringing the two 

together is a way of creating a learning synergy that otherwise would not be possible if they were 

kept separate.  

 

Retrieved from: http://fablearn.stanford.edu/fellows/blog/constructionism-learning-theory-and-

model-maker-education 

http://fablearn.stanford.edu/fellows/blog/constructionism-learning-theory-and-model-maker-education
http://fablearn.stanford.edu/fellows/blog/constructionism-learning-theory-and-model-maker-education
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Makerspaces Emergence. 

The interest in makerspaces is a growing worldwide trend. In “A Brief History of Makerspace” 

the blogger Davies cites a Davee, Regalla and Chang (2015) Google Trends report which shows 

the search term “makerspace” has quadrupled in the past two years and is currently in its highest 

rate of growth in search frequency” (p. 2). (https://curiositycommons.wordpress.com/a-brief-

history-of-makerspaces/). 

Davis adds that according to the New Media Consortium’s Horizon Report: 2015 K-12 Edition,  

“makerspaces are expected to be increasingly adopted by schools in one year’s time or 

less to make use of mobile learning and cultivate environments where students take 

ownership of their education by doing and creating” (p. 1).  

This trend is also seen in England as demonstrated in the following graphic by Luluplnny. 

 

 

“UK Makerspace Key Findings” by Luluplnny, Licensed by CC BY NC-ND 2.0 

 

In New Zealand we are no less immune to this awaking of interest in makerspaces with 

Auckland City library’s strategic plan envisioning makerspace in all its libraries within the next 

ten years (https://www.aucklandlibraries.govt.nz/Documents/te-kauroa-full.pdf). 

https://curiositycommons.wordpress.com/a-brief-history-of-makerspaces/
https://curiositycommons.wordpress.com/a-brief-history-of-makerspaces/
http://www.nmc.org/publication/nmc-horizon-report-2015-k-12-edition/
https://www.flickr.com/photos/lulupinney/18726957794/
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/2.0/
https://www.aucklandlibraries.govt.nz/Documents/te-kauroa-full.pdf
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This approach is also identified by The School Library Association of New Zealand, 

Aotearoa Te Puna Whare Mātauranga a Kura (SLANZA) who have identified one of the key 

ways libraries are responding to the needs of the next generation of educators and learners is that 

libraries are becoming ‘learning commons’. These ‘learning commons’ can incorporate 

makerspaces which reinforces the libraries role in the entire learning spectrum from recreational 

reading to research to production and sharing. So where did makerspaces emerge from? 
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The Maker Movement 

New Zealand as a country prides itself on its “number 8 wire” history to create and build things 

out of very little, which stems from its early colonial days when resources were scarce. It is no 

surprise that schools in New Zealand both primary and secondary have a history of ‘making 

stuff’ with their students.  Therefore, it could be argued that making and makerspaces have 

always existed in our schools. 

Davis’s blog on The Brief History of Makerspace quotes Burke (2014) who explains that while 

certain aspects of the maker movement such as hobbyists, arts and crafts groups, shop classes, 

practical education and science fairs have existed for ages, it was the launch 

of Make: magazine  in 2005, and its published information about maker-related projects, that 

gave the maker movement its impetus (p. 11). As Burke has written, 

“The surge of interest in creating physical items with digital tools and Internet-shared 

plans and techniques is known as the maker movement” (2014, p. 11). 

 

 

It’s important to note that Make: magazine, according to Martinez and Stager (2013), “is the 

Gutenberg Bible of the burgeoning ‘maker’ community” (p. 27). It is always difficult to pin point 

http://makezine.com/
http://makezine.com/
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one magic moment when something ignites a global movement but Make: magazine is certainly 

one of the big influencers. 

 

A significant characteristic of the maker movement, which separates it from our historically 

approach to ‘making stuff’ in schools is the impact of community-building and the collaboration 

of people working to make things within a single space (Burke, 2014). As Peppler and Bender 

(2013), explain, “a hallmark of the maker movement is its do-it-yourself (or do-it-with-others) 

mindset that brings together individuals around a range of activities” (p.23). Indeed, I would 

argue that this aspect of makerspace is probably what defines the makerspace movement from 

what we would have traditionally found in our woodwork and metalwork shops. The Library as 

Incubator Project (2012, May 13, para. 2) define makerspaces as: 

“…Collaborative learning environments where people come together to share materials 

and learn new skills… makerspaces are not necessarily born out of a specific set of 

materials or spaces, but rather a mindset of community partnership, collaboration, and 

creation.” 

Collaboration and the democratising of resources, similar to what drives proponents of the ‘open 

source’ web crops up in many definitions of the makerspace movement. Makerspaces have been 

described as “collectives, active ‘communities of practice’ that allow people to work on projects 

of interest through sharing resources and knowledge” (Fleming, 2015; Roslund & Rodgers, 

2014). They can include elements from art/craft studios, sewing/textiles spaces, 

carpentry/engineering workshops, kitchens, multi-media spaces, or computer/science/robotics 

labs. However, what identifies these elements into makerspaces is the drive to foster 

collaboration, diversity, and ‘cross-pollination’ across different materials, techniques, and 

expertise (Cooper, 2013). Thus ‘making’ is distinguished from the usually solo activities of 

tinkering or inventing. There is a commitment to sharing and collaborating with other makers 

with different interests and skills; a focus on creating, not consuming existing products; and an 

agenda for personal and social change (Hatch, 2014). Though it may not have any bearing on 

what we are attempting to create in New Zealand schools, it is worth noting that Maker ‘culture’ 

is embedded in a wider socio-political movement, and the original makerspaces were explicitly 

http://makezine.com/
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intended to be quite unlike schools (Davis, 2014; Dougherty, 2016). Learning might occur, but it 

was not a focus (Kurti, S, Kurti, D & Fleming, 2014). ‘Making’ meant designing, prototyping, 

creating and, importantly, sharing manufactured works that could not have been created with the 

resources available to an individual working alone.  

As mentioned in the opening introduction to this topic, my own interest in makerspace arose 

from listening to a radio broadcast regarding Massachusetts Institute of Technology (MIT) and 

their passion for makerspaces. In MIT, Neil Gershenfeld, from the Center for Bits and Atoms set 

up MIT’s Fab Labs which also has had significant influence on makerspaces (Burke, 2014). Fab 

Labs, are designed to fabricate things, and “consist of digital equipment for designing products 

and the digitally driven tools to create them” (Burke, 2014, p. 12). In their book, Invent to Learn, 

Martinez and Stager (2013), highlight the type of learning environment and collaborative culture 

that emerged from Gershenfeld’s MIT course, “How to Make Almost Anything”. There are now 

hundreds of fab labs throughout the world as the concept has gained popularity, “all of which 

operate with a common minimum equipment requirement and a shared mission” (Burke, 2014, 

p.12). 

The Maker Movement and Education 

In 10 Trends of 2018, Core Education’s experienced staff of researchers, educators, and digital 

technology experts pool their expertise and share their understandings to identify the trends and 

influences that are expected to make a growing impact upon education.  

(core-ed.org/tentrends2018).  

Core staff identified that: 

“There’s currently a surge of interest in programmes targeting Science, Technology, 

Engineering and Maths (STEM), focusing on educators and others looking at where the 

jobs are right now and into the future. The critical thing about STEM education is that it 

is intended to be an interdisciplinary curriculum. Rather than teach these four disciplines 

as separate and discrete subjects, STEM integrates these core subjects into 

“interdependent” learning units based on real-world applications..” 

The drivers behind STEM are a significant contributor to the development in New 

Zealand, of the recently announced Digital Technologies Curriculum and the steady rise 

http://fab.cba.mit.edu/
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in interest and participation in initiatives such as the Maker Movement and Coding 

programmes in schools. Maker spaces — specialist workshop areas where learners are 

encouraged to pursue ideas for building/creating solutions involving use of a wide range 

of tools and technologies. These are appearing both within schools and in public places 

such as libraries.” 

 

Davis blog maintains that the “maker movement has now landed firmly on the steps of 

educational institutions and many schools are ushering it through their doors with open arms.” 

One of the most compelling arguments comes from Fleming (2015) who states,  

“The library has long been an engine for the democratization of knowledge and 

information, but we have to recognize today that a library’s role is no longer simply about 

providing access to information.  Libraries are open access by nature, and makerspaces 

can take advantage of such openness to create opportunities for partnership, 

collaboration, and creation for all” (p. 42).  

Abram (2015) argues that school library makerspaces can help to diversify the library’s offerings 

and resources to support a greater range of learning styles. According to Abram (2015),  

“Maker strategies support those who may be great learners but may not be the greatest 

readers unless they find the right motivation to read.  Maker activities can support their 

learning preferences and talents while giving them a motive to research and read—in 

print and online” (p. 3).   

There is also the argument that makerspaces can be a means of “future-proofing” libraries to 

ensure that the library evolves along with advances in technology and changes in client or 

student needs (Slatter & Howard, 2013; Moorefield-Lang, 2015). 

However, there are also criticism leveled at the introduction of makerspaces into the traditional 

library space, not least from some librarians whose traditional roles and responsibilities are 

challenged. The demise of the all-pervading ‘sit down and be quite’ libraries which were once 
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the norm and the emergence of bustling and sometimes noisy spaces which can have a multitude 

of activities going on simultaneously can be challenging. 

Academics too have their concerns as highlighted by Jane Gilbert from the School of Education, 

Auckland University of Technology, in her article on makerspaces “Disruptive, Educative or 

Neither?” in the New Zealand Journal of Teachers’ Work, Volume 14, Issue 2, 80-98, 2017. 

Jane argues that the, 

 “claims made for the capacity of makerspace to improve learning are based on a less-

than-adequate understanding of learning and education’s purpose,…. that constructing 

physical things is not the same as constructing mental structures and….. that the focus on 

‘things’ diverts attention away from children’s ideas and how best to support their 

development.”  

Jane argues that “It is not clear how, if at all, the making of physical objects supports the 

development of deeper conceptual understandings of the materials, processes and principles that 

allow the made object to ‘work’. 

 

The public’s view of using libraries for anything but quite reading is also conflicted if going by 

the headlines “No rhyme or reason for noisy kids activities in library, frustrated patron says” in 

an article in Stuff. The article noted that patrons complained that "It is disruptive, and I have 

spoken with others who are clearly annoyed at the noise levels. I believe libraries are supposed to 

be quiet environments for people to enjoy books” (Stuff, March, 2018). 

Librarians themselves have noted the challenges faced when introducing makerspaces into their 

domains and when I spoke with librarians, both in public libraries and in schools, the two most 

common issues were the noise of some of these activities and the mess they created. These issues 

however, were identified as more of a problem to be solved than a reason not to have 

makerspaces in the first place. In general, responses from librarians I spoke with in regards to 

makerspaces were positive and this is reflected in the 2016 survey carried out by Softlink, a 

library content and management systems provider. The respondents were Australian and New 

Zealand librarians and the published article ‘School Libraries Share Innovative ideas” indicates 

that some librarians are certainly innovating in their libraries, with comments such as: 
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‘We are beginning to open the library up to other activities (lego, math’s games, etc). 

This is creating a far more vibrant place.’ 

‘I have been hosting seminars and workshops for students on coding..’ 

‘This meant we were able to offer a space that was previously underused, as a social 

space and a makerspace’ 

‘I have started developing a real-world experience based on STEM an driverless cars for 

Information Literacy in Year 7’ 

‘Booktalkers Café….a replicate cafe and yes, with food and drink within the library’ 

‘We have a green screen space and painted walls so we can use a projector on’ 

‘I help run code club and we have a collection of robotics which I also run lessons on’ 

‘The library supports and generates activities which foster incidental learning, 

exploration and discovery. In this way the library remains relevant, current and assistive’ 

‘We have also been involved in Young ICT Explorers Competitions, LegoMindstorm, 

EV3 building and coding, assisted with Arduino board programming, Little Bits and 

mbots. We have been very busy with digital tech!’ 

It is becoming evident that there is indeed a shift taking place in the traditional library space and 

as one librarian commented: 

“Makerspaces are an example of the range of services a library can offer and the kind of 

place a library can be-a place of investigation, excitement, discovery and entertainment’ 
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There is a core of librarians who are optimistic about reinvigorating their library spaces and are 

up for the challenges which this may present along the road. These librarians do not see 

themselves ‘attached’ to either the physical layout, content or practice of the traditional school 

library but are responding to opportunities in an increasingly complex educational environment. 

As Lisa Salter notes,  

“A traditional librarian was connected to a place, librarian = library. Now a librarian is a 

state of mind; physical, digital, social and communal.”                                           

(Collected Magazine//WWW.SLANZA.ORG.NZ) 

So how is this playing out in libraries around Auckland? 

Visits to Public and School Libraries  

My approach to choosing public and school libraries to visit was first to identify those libraries 

which had some involvement with makerspaces. I avoided schools which had recently built a 

new library as, by and large, this is not the experience for most schools. I sought to elicit 

feedback from a small group of principals and/or librarians (16) about their experience in setting 

up these makerspaces and drafted a simple questionnaire to guide our discussions. As 

makerspaces are a relatively new concept in New Zealand schools I purposely did not take 

photos or build extensive lists of what equipment was available in the schools I visited. My aim 

was to have principals/librarians speak freely about their personal experiences and to provide 

some insight into what did and did not work.  

Because I targeted schools with some form of makerspace, the libraries I visited had more going 

on in them than reading and research, which must be emphasised is still a critical part of library 

business. Activities that principals identified as taking place in their library/makerspace included 

programming/coding, knitting, jigsaw construction, robotics, dismantling of old computers, 

draughts and other board games, art/graphics, video production and problem solving. Equipment 

that principals identified were available in their libraries included greenscreens for video 

production, 3D printers, movie viewing linked to books, electronic kits, lego, jigsaws, robotics, 
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Montessori type play areas such as tents were set up and various hand tools including battery 

drills were available.  

As expected, principals and public librarians talked about how students could be ‘exposed to 

more 21st century skills such as coding’ when makerspaces were incorporated into the library. 

Some principals commented on how students working collaboratively in the makerspace in the 

library helped create a ‘village green social effect’ where ‘social bonding through problem 

solving reached across different age groups’. One principal identified this as ‘equivalent to a 

child café for social augmentation’ and was enthused about how the different types of students 

(outgoing/shy/sporty/academic/challenged readers) worked together problem solving and 

enjoying each other’s company. This was supported by another comment when a principal talked 

about how ‘we are all social beings and doing things together creates a social connection’. This 

social connection was further enhanced when activities such as book week was held in the 

library and students/teachers/parents came to hear story telling late in the evening creating a 

‘camp fire setting’ and strengthening the community. However, challenges were also 

encountered when setting up these makerspaces in the libraries. 

Challenges for schools as well as public libraries could be generally classified as noise, 

messiness and storage. Trying to combine quite reading with a bunch of bubbly students nearby 

creating robots was problematic even in large public libraries. Some public libraries were now 

investigating the installation of sliding doors or partitions to shut off some activities which were 

noisy whereas schools were looking more toward timetable solutions eg ‘Wednesday is quite 

reading day’. Concerns around mess included how some wet activities (eg clay making or 

painting) could be carried out when the library had carpet. Storage, particularly when students 

were dismantling computers, or a group of students were working on a project over a long period 

of time was a problem in all libraries. Some schools were repurposing old tote trays for storage 

while other schools were taking a critical look at what was in their current library stock. One 

school had used their library management system to identify which books had not been issued 

over several years and removed these off the shelves.  Another had decentralized some of their 

book stock and reduced their central library shelving to create more space. Some schools had 

identified concerns around the safe use of equipment such as battery drills/saws and had 
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developed a system where students needed a license to use certain equipment or removed tools 

which they deemed inappropriate for safety reasons. One principal had noticed some students 

spending what the principal considered was too much time in the library and wondered if they 

were becoming ‘too passive’ in their interests. Makerspace had highlighted for one principal that 

their students did not possess a great ‘problem solving’ depth and was expecting that over time 

this might improve with exposure to makerspace. 

Though my conversations with principals/librarians did not enquire into the gender or ethnic 

make up of who was most interested in makerspaces others have raised concerns around the 

maker movement for maintaining a “white male nerd dominance” (Grenzfurthner & Schneider,) 

that has characterized hacker, tinkerer, and robotics cultures. The Maker Movement in 

Education. Available from: 

https://www.researchgate.net/publication/277928106_The_Maker_Movement_in_Education  

It would be fair to say that not all librarians welcomed noise/messiness/tools into the library 

space and one principal referred to their librarian as holding a ‘my kingdom, my domain’ view of 

the library. However, this principal had worked with their librarian to help them see that this was 

‘an opportunity to grow and an opportunity to develop their students’ and change was taking 

place in their library. 

One of the better challenges a principal faced when they set up a makerspace in their library was 

that now there are ‘too many students in the library, all doing great activities but not enough 

space’. 

An interesting aspect of the school libraries visited was that all had part time staff and no school 

had a trained librarian, which in itself poses challenges to schools who wish to introduce 

makerspaces. The additional skills and passions which makerspace introduction into a library 

demands of librarians is not insignificant and can be a stress factor for some staff. 

The challenge facing schools setting up makerspaces in school libraries was starkly highlighted 

by two schools which I visited, and which had makerspaces in operation. The laughter from the 

https://www.researchgate.net/publication/277928106_The_Maker_Movement_in_Education
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deputy principal when she explained to me that ‘you should have come yesterday before we 

boxed up the library’ echoed in my ears as we passed yesterdays library which was todays 

classroom. Similarly, another school I visited could only have a library makerspace in operation 

until the end of term three before it too was packed up to accommodate roll growth. 

Despite the challenges that each school principal worked through setting up makerspaces, there 

was an understanding that the library model of yesterday was no longer adequate and that, just 

maybe, makerspaces could offer something different to serve a multitude of students needs. As a 

New Zealand school librarian has noted in a Softlink Education survey: 

  

“Makerspaces are an example of the range of services a library can offer and the kind of 

place a school library can be-a place of investigation, excitement, discovery and 

entertainment” 

A challenge for schools is that in a complex, busy and ever changing school environment who 

will champion the cause for reimagining the library and ensuring that it remains at the heart of 

the school? If that champion is going to be you then a good place to start is http://makered.org/ 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

http://makered.org/
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Findings: 

 Makerspace in libraries is an expanding phenomenon which is taking place in schools, 

universities and public libraries around the world 

 Where schools have introduced makerspaces into libraries they are generally viewed by 

principals and librarians as providing opportunities for a wider range of students than 

traditional libraries have done 

 Where schools have introduced makerspaces into libraries they are generally viewed by 

principals and librarians as providing collaborative and problem solving opportunities for 

students better than traditional libraries have done 

 The introduction of innovative learning environments (ILE’s) into schools has seen the 

rise of structures which are competitive in nature with what traditional libraries used to 

provide 

 The relevance of libraries is challenged by the wide availability and accessibility of 

technology 

 The existence of libraries is challenged by some school Boards allocating library space to 

other areas and some schools closing libraries due to overcrowding or construction 

demands 

 The introduction of makerspace into a library can cause a mixture of excitement, 

invigoration and stress for library staff 

 Makerspaces can be messy, noisy and disrupt the quite reading spaces of a library 

 Makerspaces require adequate storage 
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 The introduction of makerspaces into a library can face headwind from librarians and 

other adults 

 Library makerspaces can increase the ‘foot traffic’ into the library 

 Library makerspaces can increase the interactions of different types of learners across 

different year levels 

 Library makerspaces can support the ‘village green’ or community aspect of a school 

 Few schools have trained librarians and the introduction of makerspace can be a stressor 

 The ability to move and shift equipment around a library makerspace is important 

 Important to understand ‘why’ you are introducing makerspace into a library and be able 

to articulate this to others 

 Ensure that the makerspace is for catering for different gender and ethnicity needs 

 Do not expect everyone to embrace this concept and indeed expect headwind 

 There are competing views as to whether makerspaces have a sound pedagogical basis 

 The role of the librarian is critical. They must understand of how to use the library 

software to know which books are read and which books need removing from the shelves 

to create space. It is not the quantity of books which are important it is the ones which are 

read that matters. Less is best. 
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Other: 

 An invitational ‘café style experience’ in the library is useful to draw students into the 

library 

 Have the school library mimic the feel of a successful commercial book store with 

changing book displays, book of the week, comfortable chairs and a coffee bar (or hot 

chocolate bar!) 

 Induct new parents into the library to show them how to support their children to read and 

access books 

 Artifact displays are becoming more prevalent in contemporary libraries  

 Indoor/outdoor spaces in libraries are becoming more important 

 Consider abandoning the Dewey Decimal System of classifying books, in favor of an 

approach where books are shelved in “neighborhoods” based on subject matter 

The proof is in the Pudding 

Having carried out my research on makerspaces in libraries and as St Thomas’s School looks 

toward constructing a new library in 2019, the questions remains, will I promote the use of 

makerspace in our new library? As is often the case with a piece of research, the more one finds 

out the more one is aware of what is not known.  I still have questions about makerspaces 

particularly around managing noise levels, retaining a focus on reading for pleasure and research, 

sustainability, appropriate staffing and meeting the various needs and expectations of students, 

staff and parents. However, I also have a heightened awareness that the library of yesterday is no 

longer appropriate for the collaborative teaching and learning and digital environment we are 

now in. Therefore, the answer is yes, I will advocate for some type of makerspace in our library.  
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Libraries I Love 

These libraries are interesting in that they are both working libraries yet contain artifacts which draw in enormous 

crowds. Trinity college also have staff carrying out restoration work on books which people cue up to view. If 

libraries with such historical roots can adapt to remain 

relevant, then there is much hope for school libraries. 

Trinity College Dublin was founded in 1592 and its 

library houses the Book of Kells which one of the great 

treasures of medieval Europe and is an illuminated 

manuscript Gospel book in Latin containing the four 

Gospels. It was created by Celtic monks sometime 

around 800 AD. It is a masterwork of Western 

calligraphy, employing decoration that is not only 

extraordinarily rich and colorful but also, in places, 

deeply enigmatic. It is widely regarded as Ireland’s 
finest national treasure. The Book is on permanent 

display at Trinity College Library in Dublin. The 

library usually displays two of current four volumes at 

a time, one showing a major illustration and other 

showing typical text pages. The manuscript contains 

four Gospels in Latin based on a Vulgate text, written 

on vellum (prepared calfskin). Figures of humans, 

animals and mythical beasts, together with Celtic knots 

and interlacing patterns in vibrant colors, enliven 

manuscript’s pages. 
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Harry Elkins Widener Library, Havard University.  

Harry Widener was an American businessman and bibliophile, and a 

member of the Widener family. His mother built Harvard 

University's Widener Memorial Library in his memory, after his 

death on the sinking of the RMS Titanic. Harry’s favorite reading 
room is recreated in the library and also houses an original 

Gutenberg Bible. The Gutenberg Bible is the first major work 

printed in Europe with movable metal type. The text is St. Jerome’s 
Latin Vulgate version, prepared by biblical scholars of Paris in the 

13th century in an effort to produce a consistent and useful Latin 

text. The Bible’s printer, Johann Gutenberg, was born in Mainz 
(around 1397) and trained as a goldsmith in Strasbourg. In 1448 he 

set up a foundry and press in Mainz, borrowing money for the 

venture from the banker Johann Fust (1400-66). The Harvard copy, printed on paper, is one of the 48 surviving 

copies, only 23 of them complete.  

 

 

 

 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Widener_family
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Harvard_University
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Harvard_University
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Widener_Memorial_Library
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/RMS_Titanic
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