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There are a number of studies showing positive correlation between an effective school library 

and academic achievement (Lonsdale, 2003; Todd & Kuhlthau, 2005), and quantitative research 

have demonstrated that factors such as having certified school librarians, information literacy 

programmes, greater librarian-teacher collaboration are some of the factors that contribute to 

effective school libraries (Small, Shanahan, & Stasak, 2010). However, beyond these measures 

of effectiveness, how else can school administrators and educators measure the effectiveness of 

their school libraries to cultivate a love of reading (McKechnie & Rothbauer, 2006) and develop 

critical information literacy skills (Kapitzke & Bruce, 2006) for the 21st century?  

In this article, I propose a socio-spatial approach that schools can use to measure the 

effectiveness of their school libraries. 

What is a Socio-Spatial Approach? 

A socio-spatial approach proposes that attention to the social and the spatial through detailed 

observation and mapping of the use of space over time can help librarians and educators to better 

understand how students are using the library. While quantitative results measuring numbers 

(such as library attendance and frequency of book loans) can contribute to our understanding of 

library use, examining the organization of the physical, social and affective space of the library 

over a period of time provides insights into the how and why of library effectiveness.  

 Mapping the physical space of the library highlights the resources that are available as 

well as the placement of the resources. Spatial arrangements dictate social relations, and have an 

implication on how students interact within the library space and how students feel about the 



library. Mapping the social space of the library requires attention to the kinds of social behavior 

observed in the library, and mapping the affective space requires a commitment to understanding 

how students feel about the library. Taken together, this three dimensional snapshot of the school 

library can reveal effective spaces as well as spaces for improvement. 

Research Methodology 

This research was conducted as a case study, which allows for the understanding of “complex 

social phenomena” (Yin, 2003, p. 2). I draw on ethnographic methods of observation, 

interviewing, and fieldnotes to understand the culture of students. The study was conducted in 

Tembusu Secondary School (a pseudonym) over a year, from October 2013 to October 2014, as 

part of a larger study on the literacy practices of students in a Singapore government school, and 

the effectiveness of the school’s reading programmes.  

The library was identified as an under-utilized space based on a school-wide survey of 

1,113 students. Findings revealed that only 40.9% of the students visited the school library, out 

of which a dismal 21.8% were regular visitors (at least once a week). Given the schools’ effort at 

promoting reading, the research question that I was interested in was: Why were students not 

utilizing the school library? 

Mapping the Space of Tembusu Secondary School 

I demonstrate in this section how a socio-spatial approach enabled me to understand why the 

library was not perceived by students as an effective space for promoting reading and the 

acquisition of information literacy. The library had all the appearances of a library: there was a 

librarian’s desk, fiction and non-fiction in shelves, trolleys and on display, magazines and 

newspapers, some multimedia resource, sofas and armchairs to lounge on, and tables and chairs 



for students to work. Yet, it was severely under-utilized and generally gave an impression of 

being empty rather than full most times I visited. 

Mapping the Physical Space 

Figure 1. Map of Tembusu Media Resource Library 

 The two-dimensional map gives a bird’s eye view of how the library is organized. What 

stands out in the diagrammatic representation is the arrangement of the tables and chairs in the 

middle of the room. The tables and chairs are moved according to need, often in rows, to 

facilitate the use of the library as an extra air-conditioned classroom space for student work. 

The location of resources and organization of space shapes the social uses of the space, 

and in this case, the arrangement of the library as a classroom space reflects the social use of 



space. In my observations at the school, the library was often utilized for classroom work, which 

tended to be word processing rather than information exploration tasks. There were limited non-

fiction books in that library for students to use for research. 

 

Figure 2. Picture of Layout of Tables and Chairs in Library. 

Adding to the impression that the Tembusu library was not a space for the acquisition of 

information literacy was the fact that there were no computer stations in the library. Instead, the 

computers were located elsewhere in the school. Laptops were locked up and could only be 

accessed by teachers for classwork. Symbolically, the lack of computer terminals signaled that 

the Tembusu library was not the place to go to for acquisition and application of critical 

information literacy. 



 The most well-coordinated section in the library is the cosy Careers Corner located at the 

entrance of the library. Updated magazines and information surrounded a brightly coloured table 

and stools from Ikea, and information about various career options were easily located. This is in 

line with the school’s priority with helping students make appropriate educational and career 

choices for their future.  

 

Figure 3. Careers’ Corner 

 While books were displayed near the librarian’s desk, these books were not specially 

curated for the student population or in consultation with teachers. This was because the school 

had outsourced its library management services to an external vendor who allocated a library 

clerk to assist with the management of the library. Since the school does not have a teacher-

librarian, book displays are dependent on the external vendor. Over a period of six months, the 

display included a Harry Potter selection, books by Jodi Picoult and books by Geronimo Stilton. 

 

 



Mapping the Social Space of the Library 

To map the social space of the library, I visited Tembusu Library for five days over two weeks to 

observe the patterns of usage. As mentioned earlier, Tembusu Library was often utilized for the 

completion of written work. In addition, I observed that the library was often utilized in the 

afternoon by staff, whether for meetings or for hosting visitors. In addition, it was used as a 

space for detention students to stay after school to complete their work. Typically, the library 

was used in the following ways: 

 Morning: The library is empty except for the librarian who is busy sorting out the books  
for the compulsory reading programme. It is mandatory for students who do not have 
class to report to the library. They usually do their work or chat with each other. Quite 
often, teachers bring their students to the library to work, often on written tasks requiring 
the use of the laptop. 
Recess: Most students go to the canteen or stay in the classroom. Typically, no more than 
10 students visit the library during this period. Some read, some do their work, some chat. 
I observe two or three students browsing and/or checking out some books. Those who are 
chatting tend to move to the corner with the sofas, out of the librarian’s line of sight. 
Afternoon: After school, the library is usually quiet except for a few students who have 
either chosen to stay back at the library to work or have been made to stay back for 
detention. Three days out of five, the library may be closed to students. I observed the 
library being closed for a staff meeting once, to host foreign visitors another time, and to 
hold briefings for students. 
 

 As a social space, I seldom observed students using the library for reading or for the 

acquisition of knowledge. Instead, the few students who do go to the library tend to do their 

work and to spend time chatting or doing groupwork.   

Mapping the Affective Space 

Interviewing the students for their perception of the library gave insight into why the library was 

not a popular social space. Desire motivates and drives actions, and at the same time, space can 

motivate desire and action, as research on reading and motivation from both sociocultural (Moje, 

Overby, Tysvaer, & Morris, 2008) and educational psychology (Gambrell, 2013) perspectives 



have demonstrated. Understanding students’ emotional responses to the library can help us 

understand the under-utilization of the library space. 

No one goes in and out of the library. There’s nothing there. It’s boring.  

(Edward, reader) 

In my interviews with 12 students, the word “boring” recurs at least six times when asked to 

describe the library. Even Edward, who is an avid reader who visits the public library on a 

weekly basis, feels that the school library is unattractive dead space. What was striking in the 

interviews that students saw the amount of activity in a library as indication that it was not a 

place worth going to. The fact that “no one goes in and out of the library” reinforced the students’ 

perception that there was nothing attractive in the library.  

You only go to the library if you have detention! I never go to the library! 

       (Cass, non-reader) 

 In addition to the perception of the library as dead space, the library was in fact seen as a 

negative space. Cass points out that the fact that the library is used for detention contributes to 

students’ negative emotional responses to the school library. Kate, an avid reader, suggested that 

the library needed a major revamp “with beanbags and stuff” to make it attractive for students. 

Rather than blaming students for not using the library, it seemed from the student feedback that 

the library space was not sufficiently conducive for the kinds of reading and information literacy 

activities that the school wanted to promote. 

Conclusion 

Using a socio-spatial approach to map the physical, social and affective responses of students to 

specific libraries can allow educators and librarians to figure what specifically in their library is 

absent. The mapping in this specific case study demonstrated that despite the school’s 

commitment to improving students’ reading and literacy skills, the library space was not 



effectively equipped or organized to encourage student to use it as a reading space and a space 

for information acquisition. Re-conceptualizing the library as social space highlights the kinds of 

activities that are privileged in the space provided. In Tembusu Secondary, because teachers tend 

to use the library for work, and because of the table arrangement, students tend to perceive the 

school library as enforced work space rather than a reading space or a social space for engaging 

in book-related activities. In addition, the design and use of the library determined students’ 

affective  responses to the library, which in turn dictated whether they chose to use the library or 

not.  

 Taking a socio-spatial approach provides us with a qualitative way to map out the 

effectiveness of individual school libraries, which are situated in their specific contexts of need. 

Rather than blaming students for not using the library, mapping the ground and listening to 

students’ voices may be a better way to find out how to make our libraries more effective for the 

specific needs of each school. 
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