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SPACES
UNCOMMON

by Julia Williams 
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and how noise and activity (a byproduct of 
healthy childhood development) can coexist 
with study and reflection. Hardy wants to 
make each library welcoming, versatile and 
appealing to the most community members 
possible. “This is a public space owned by us 
all. We want people to respect it and feel good 
in it,” Hardy says.

Calgarians have responded warmly to the 
changes. The library now has 570,000 mem-
bers, a leap of 250,000 since removing the 
membership fee in 2014. Krista Marsden, a 
health-care worker and mother of a school-age 
son, frequents two of the city’s community 

libraries, and she’s 
been watching 
them transform. 
Marsden says she’s 
always thought of 
the library as more 
than somewhere 
to find books; it’s a 
place where people 
from all sorts of 
backgrounds can 
be together in a 
common space. 
“Families are 
welcome, play is 
welcome. I feel like 

it’s one of the strongest public spaces we have 
in the city.” 

Libraries aren’t just changing the way their 
facilities look and feel; they’re also rethinking 
how they deliver programs. 

From the entrance of Village Square Library, 
you can see a big, wooden origami-style 
elephant. The elephant is part of the library’s 
Early Learning Centre, where you’ll also find 

WALK INTO a Calgary Public Library in 2017 
and you’ll find yourself in an open space flood-
ed with natural light. You’ll see seating areas, 
furniture with power outlets, low bookshelves, 
a gleaming marble checkout desk. Toward the 
back of the library you’ll notice a colourful 
area with toys and games; if you have a kid 
with you, she’ll start tugging on your hand. 
Calgary’s community libraries didn’t always 
look this way — they used to be a little darker, 
a little more tightly packed. 

These brighter, more user-friendly versions 
of our community libraries reflect larger 
philosophical changes. Over the last few years, 
in addition to nixing its $12 membership fee 
and launching a new logo, the Calgary Public 
Library (CPL) has methodically transformed 
each of the city’s 18 library branches. They hope 
to create approachable spaces that are deeply 
connected to the communities they serve. 

Lisa Hardy, facilities design lead for the CPL, 
says the organization is thinking about librar-
ies and the role they play in communities in a 
new way. “People are starting to use libraries 

differently,” Hardy says. “We realized we can’t 
use the traditional library template, where 80 
per cent of the floor space is for books.”

The New Central Library, currently rising 
just east of City Hall, embodies these ideas. 
When that landmark $245 million facility 
opens to Calgarians in 2018 it will house a 
collection of 400,000 books, in addition to a 
growing digital collection; it will also be home 
to an array of programs and services, work and 
study spaces, areas for children and teens, tech-
nology hubs and a skill development centre. 

Hardy says the deep thinking and public en-
gagement that shaped the New Central Library 
is having a ripple effect on the city’s 17 other 
libraries. “We want people to experience the 
same quality [at community libraries] they’ll 
see at the New Central Library,” she says.

Libraries used to be designed as functional 
spaces for books and staff; Hardy says today’s 
approach is to treat each library as a “peo-
ple” space. She and her team consider how 
members use libraries at different times of day, 
how people naturally navigate public spaces, 

Libraries aren’t 
just changing 
the way their 
facilities look 
and feel; they’re 
also rethinking 
how they deliver 
programs.

SPACES

From brighter, more 
user-friendly spaces 
to programming and 
services tailored to the 
whole family, the Calgary 
Public Library is evolving 
to better embrace the 
communities it serves. 

OPPOSITE:  
Lisa Hardy, design 
facilities lead for 
the Calgary Public 
Library, at the 
newly designed 
Nose Hill branch. 
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“The Rainbow,” a colourful enclosed play space 
with toys for babies and toddlers, books and 
benches for caregivers, as well as activity tables, 
games, toys and tablets for older children and 
study space for teens. Sara House, service 
delivery manager for Forest Lawn Library, Sad-
dletowne Library and Village Square Library, 
says the space encourages the community’s 
families — many of them new Canadians — to 
engage with the library. “I think children are 
loving it,” House says. “I think it’s providing a 
space for parents and children to bond, play 
together, learn together and explore.”

Currently, the CPL has four Early Learning 
Centres, with two more scheduled to open this 
year, including the Forest Lawn Library Nature 
Playground.

In 2016 the Central Library introduced The 
New Adventures of Engine 23, a once-active 
fire engine that has been transformed into an 
interactive learning centre for children. Fish 

Creek Library and Quarry Park Library have 
large, vibrant, interactive play areas created 
to support early learning. Not only are these 
spaces appealing for kids and caregivers, they 
reflect an evolving understanding of early 
literacy, as well as physical literacy; even com-
munity libraries that don’t have Early Learning 
Centres have added games and toys to their 

We’re realizing the library needs to move beyond its walls as well.”

 –Jen Waugh, Calgary Public Library
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children’s book sections. “Play is how children 
learn about their environment and language 
skills,” House says. 

Jen Waugh, service delivery manager for 
the Country Hills Library and Judith Umbach 
Library, says it’s important that all the city’s 
libraries share a common look and feel. How-
ever, it’s equally important that each branch 
be distinct. “Part of our role is to key into the 
unique needs of our specific community,” 

Waugh says. “Every community in Calgary is 
so different.” She says community outreach 
librarians are responsible for engaging with the 
members who use their branch and learning 
about their needs. Perhaps a library has a high 
school nearby or a neighbourhood of young 
families or both. Perhaps it’s in an area with a 

vibrant population of new 
Canadians. Such informa-
tion is invaluable when 
the CPL plans programs 
like Homework Help, 
Preschool Storytime and 
ESL Writing Club — to 
name a few. 

But not all library 
programs happen in the 
library any more. “We’re 
realizing the library needs 
to move beyond its walls 
as well,” Waugh says.

A program called 
Library Month at Your 

Daycare, implemented in 2015, sends CPL staff 
to the city’s registered daycares each month 
to deliver early literacy programs. When the 
library goes into the community, it encourages 
the community to go into the library.

In some cases, a library’s location can help 
it engage with its community. The Shawnessy 
Library has been part of the Cardel Rec South 
Complex since 2001, and the Country Hills 
Library has shared a building with Vivo for 
Healthier Generations (formerly Cardel Place) 
since 2004. Last year the Nicholls Family 
Library opened in the Westbrook CTrain Sta-
tion. New libraries in Rocky Ridge and Seton 
will open in 2018 inside larger recreation and 
culture complexes. 

Waugh says having a presence in an existing 
community hub might encourage people to 
visit the library who may not have otherwise. 
She has watched children choose books at the 
Country Hills Library while still wearing water 
wings. “It definitely helps bring people into 
the library who might not make the trip to a 
stand-alone library,” Waugh says. “It’s a one-
stop shop.”

Waugh’s role will expand when she becomes 
service delivery manager for Sage Hill Library, 
a new library that is working to secure a site 
in the community of Sage Hill. Hardy says this 
new location, which CPL expects will open 
its doors within the next three years, will take 
inspiration from its surroundings. “If we’re 
building a new library, we look at what we can 
bring to the community,” she says.   L 

Play is how 
children 

learn about their 
environment and 
language skills.”

–Sara House,  
Calgary Public Library

OPPOSITE:
Branches at the 
CPL are designed 
for all-ages with 
spaces for young 
children, including 
lower, easy-to-ac-
cess bookshelves, 
and study areas for 
teens.

ABOVE, LEFT:
A wooden origa-
mi-style elephant 
greets children at 
the Early Learning 
Centre at Village 
Square Library.

LEFT:
The large windows 
at Nose Hill Library 
provide plenty of 
natural light.

A is for Aisle. Open, 
inviting entrances 

and wide aisles as well as 
lower bookshelves with 
shelf lighting.

B is for Breakout spaces. 
More seating, tables 

and breakout spaces as 
well as furniture with more 
power outlets.

C is for Colours. Bright 
colours and durable, 

high-quality finishes and 
plenty of natural light. 

Calgary’s community 
libraries have 
received some major 
updates in the last 
few years. Look for 
these changes in 
the new (and newly 
renovated) libraries.

DESIGN 
LITERACY
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