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STRATEGIES
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One Space, Many Voices
When designing a shared school space, taking the time to collect different stakeholders’ perspectives in 
unbiased ways pays dividends.

Research questions about library 
use at Lycée Français de New York
• What are students’ and teachers’ habits 

in the school building?

• What do students and teachers do 
in the library?

• How do students and teachers interact 
with library resources?

• How do students and teachers interact 
with the librarians?

• What are some overall impressions of 
the library space?

Results of the study were not statistically 
significant due to a small sample size, but 
“tell an interesting story about library usage 
at the Lycée Français,” according to the 
research assistant’s report.The Lycée learned that the 

multiuse library space would 
benefit from a more flexible 
design. In the new library, 
the architects introduced a 
movable glass partition that 
creates a separate "library 
classroom" for more formal 
teaching, as well as separate 
spaces for quiet study and 
collaboration. The wall can be 
stored and the space opened 
up for larger gatherings or 
project exhibitions.

At any school, shared spaces impact different 
stakeholders, and the two libraries at The 
Lycée Français de New York, a bilingual 

French school, are a prime example. They serve 
1,360 students from 68 nationalities, from nursery 
through grade 12, in addition to their families. 
Given our unique French book collections, many 
parents use our libraries for their own reading as 
well as to find resources for their children that 
aren’t readily available elsewhere.

Eighteen months ago, I was appointed by the 
head of school to co-lead the redesign of the 
libraries with our CFOO, Thierry Pourchet. We 
aimed to develop a process that would include 
the voices of as many different stakeholders as 
possible. I also wanted stakeholders to give their 
honest opinions about their needs and wants, and 
avoid undue influence from school administrators 
and design partners.

We started by communicating among ourselves 
and our primary partners. Our architects, Susan 
T. Rodriguez and Ennead Architects, met with 
student council representatives and groups of 
faculty. A library redesign committee co-chaired by 
our CFOO and myself included faculty, librarians, 
students, trustees, parents, administrators, the 
architects and our owner's representative. A ninth-

grade interior design class also offered student-
developed models of library designs that took into 
account different school needs.

Concurrently, we decided to hire an outside 
research assistant (RA) to minimize bias in 
collecting feedback from a larger number of 
stakeholders. The RA would gather qualitative data 
through one-on-one interviews with students, 
faculty, librarians and parents.

The RA’s job description made clear the school’s 
overarching research question: "How well do 
the school’s current library spaces serve our goal 
of assuring that students develop 21st-century 
literacy skills including reading, information 
and media literacy and project-based learning?" 
We aimed to both understand how community 
members used the current library and gather their 
ideas for a new design.

The RA’s responsibilities included:

• Working with the Lycée team to write interview 
questions for varying stakeholder groups

• Suggesting the types of interview participants 
who would represent the diverse Lycée community

• Conducting more than 50 interviews with 
students, faculty and parents

• Recording audio and transcribing interviews

• Analyzing transcriptions to map results and 
define trends

• Providing a report to the project team along with 
key recommendations
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The hiring process was typical, with 
candidates providing application materials, 
and finalists invited to interview in person. 
The position was paid hourly, and the school 
stipulated the work should be completed in 
about 150 hours over four months.

Should your school be thinking of 
hiring an RA, I would recommend a school 
staff member, and ideally the project 
manager, be available to help the RA 
navigate the school community, manage 
logistics, and prioritize communication 
with constituents. Someone familiar with 
the environment and the project will 
need to explain to the RA the context of 
the project and build connections within 
the community. I helped the RA set up 
interviews, for example, and ensured the 
selection of interviewees represented the 
Lycée’s diverse stakeholders.

Our first renovated library is due to open 
this fall, and we are confident our inclusive 
process has led to a space that our varied 
stakeholders will use and enjoy. In fact, 
we are planning to use a similar process if 
we approach learning space design in the 
future. Keys to success include hiring an 
RA, assigning management responsibilities 
to both operational and pedagogical staff 
members, and giving ourselves two school 
years to embark on the inclusive design and 
feedback process. Taking the time to get it 
right for the community is important.

One teaching philosophy that guides 
my work is the Reggio Emilia approach, 
whose founder Loris Malaguzzi defined the 
learning environment as “the third teacher.” 
Malaguzzi recognized how strongly space 
and materials influence adult and child 
behavior, how they shape the perception 
of what happens and what matters in our 
schools. Collecting stakeholders’ opinions 
about what learning spaces could and should 
be can help schools make the best decisions 
about this major part of our pedagogy and 
value proposition. 

The library is a place for working and a 
place for research, but also a place to read 
for pleasure, where you can read magazines 
and relax. I feel like that’s necessary in a 
school that puts so much pressure on both 
teachers and students. The library is like 
an oasis in the middle of all the hustle and 
bustle of the Lycée.

I like the blue chairs because they’re 
comfortable and they’re next to the 
comic books and magazines. It’s a good 
place to relax and read a bit… It’s the 
best part of the library.

I wish they would let us do more 
projects or hang out in groups because 
we don’t have a “breathing space.” 
We should be able to talk and do our 
projects. We should have a few tables, 
maybe a closed-off area to do that.

STUDENT RESPONSES

Selected responses from 
the research report

There’s not enough room if 
everyone decides to come at the 
same time. They should limit the 
number of people.

TEACHER RESPONSES

There are a lot of issues because of the 
acoustics. If you need to speak to the whole 
class it's difficult because the sound is 
dampened by the carpet, which is good 
because it keeps the ambient noise down, but 
if you're trying to teach, is not good. It's also 
hard to reposition the tables.

I think kids are looking for little nooks 
to hide in. One of my favorite spaces 
is the little nook, but I often see kids 
climbing in there and reading or 
talking to themselves.

Keys to success include hiring 
a research assistant, assigning 
management responsibilities 
to both operational and 
pedagogical staff members, 
and giving ourselves two school 
years to embark on the inclusive 
design and feedback process.


