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IT in p rim a ry  school libraries
R o b y n  B o y d  r e f le c t s  o n  t e c h n o l o g y ,  t r a f f i c  a n d  t e a c h i n g  in  t h e  t r a n s i t  l a n e  o f  th e  
i n f o r m a t i o n  ' s u p e r - h i g h w a y '

W eaving through the traf­
fic on m y  da ily  journey 
between three libraries I 

have the opportun ity to re f le a  about 
the d im , d ark  ages (back in 1988) 
w hen  the card  catalogue, book card 
and accession register reigned suprem e. 
Prim ary school library resource centres 
have com e a long w ay  in a relatively 
short period o f  tim e. Teacher librarians 
have em braced IT  (Inform ation Tech­
nology) w ith  great en thusiasm  and 
w hat a revolution it has created— par­
ticularly for m ulti-cam pus schools.

T h e benefits offered by autom ating 
a m ulti-cam pus library system are con­
siderab le w hen  com pared  to the 
m anual alternatives. U n like its m anual 
predecessor, autom ation achieves client 
access in a fast, informative, consistent 
and user-friendly w ay. Since library au­
tom ation  and  the o ther inform ation  
technologies e.g. C D -R O M , teacher li­
brarians have been better able to ad­
dress their school co m m un ity  needs. 
T h e fulfilm ent o f these needs requires 
a un ique m ixture o f  an academ ic, pub­
lic an d  special lib rary  all ro lled into 
one: the school library. T h e  academ ic 
library, to cater for requests by staff un­
dertak ing further study and research; 
the pub lic library, catering for all cli­
ents’ individual tastes and needs, both 
great and small; and the specials library, 
looking after staff and student curricu­
lum  needs and specialist teachers’ needs 
for in-depth inform ation and resources 
concerning their subject area.

O ur school has taken advantage o f 
the techno logy an d  in do in g  so has 
un ited  the lib rary system . T h e  m ain  
com puter (runn ing E L M  library auto­
m ation software) is situated at our cen­
tral iibrary. T h e other two libraries are 
linked to this com puter v ia m odem s, 
multiplexers and dedicated data lines. 
T h e central library (located on d ie  sen­
ior prim ary cam pus) houses five access 
points— the m ain  com puter, two 
O PA C  term inals, 1 O PA C  PC , 1 cir­
culation term inal and one slave printer. 
A lso on the sen ior p rim ary  cam pus 
each classroom houses two com puters 
w ith  a shared printer. O ne com puter 
in each classroom is linked using term i­
nal em ulation  software to the lib rary 
com puter. Th is gives staff and students 
the capability o f accessing the com plete 
lib rary database. T h ey  are able to re­
serve books, check their borrower 
records (e.g. for current loans), find out 
the availability o f a resource, check bib­

liographic details w h ile  using a word 
processing package, or send electronic 
m ail. T h e ab ility to search d ie database 
p rior to arriv ing at the lib rary means 
clients can m axim ise the use o f  the re­
sources during  their tim e there. Also, 
w hen  the library is unattended, clients 
are able to check out their own loans 
usin g  their card  and  PIN . A  C D - 
R O M  and two other com puters that 
can be used for games, graphics, word 
processing etc., are also available.

T h e  two ju n io r school libraries 
have one circulation term inal and two 
O P A C ’s each. T h e  library hardware on 
each jun io r cam pus has all the capabili-

M ost literate people feel a curious 
combination o f awe and affec­

tion when they enter a library. The 
awe is no doubt partly due to die fort 
that, from an early age, we are taught 
to keep quiet in libraries and to be­
have with appropriate decorum (a bit 
like church come to think o f it.. .and 
a bit like lifts too.) N o talking, no 
giggling, no whispering, no running, 
no eating or drinking and certainly 
no chewing gum.

M y first experience o f a library 
was a small room in the local pri­
mary school, with a correspondingly 
small collection o f fairly old and un­
attractive books. (Don’t let anyone 
tell you the late 1940s were the good 
old days, at least as far as children’s 
books were concerned.) Its most at­
tractive feature was a highly polished 
linoleum floor which was irresistible 
to small girls and boys, especially on 
wet days when we were allowed to 
take off our shoes.

The resultant high jinks led to 
the posting o f a sign on the library 
door, made memorable, after all 
these years, by the fart that the type­
writer had no ‘s’: Zlipping and 
zliding on library floor iz ztricdy pro­
hibited. (There was as litde money 
available for the typewriter repairs as 
for the purchase o f new books.) The 
library lost much o f its initial appeal 
after that, but it still served as an in­
troduction to the pleasures that lay 
ahead.

Much is now being made of the

ties and speed o f  those operating in the 
senior site. T h e  ab ility to send e-mail 
betw een  cam puses has g reatly  im ­
proved inform ation transfer and inter- 
library loans. T h e  recent up-grading of 
com puter hardw are has enabled each 
jun io r cam pus to have access to a C D - 
R O M  w hich  is housed in the library 
but also tim e-tab led out to classrooms.

T h e  im plem entation o f these tech­
nologies has led to greater access, im ­
proved service and a new  era for school 
lib rary resource centres and teacher li­
brarians. W e  m ay  not be on the main 
h ighw ay yet— but our indicator light is 
defin itely on. ■

new technology o f libraries. It is cer­
tainly impressive to learn about the 
dazzling possibilities o f high-speed 
transfer o f data from library to libr­
ary, making it possible, ultimately, 
for a person in a small suburban libr­
ary to have access to the pages o f 
books from all over the world. For 
those using libraries as a resource for 
the specific facts and information, 
this is a great boon and one o f the 
modern miracles o f science which 
makes an obvious and immediate 
contribution to our welfare.

But it would be a pity if the new 
technologies o f information retrieval 
and transfer blinded us to the rather 
simpler gratifications which every 
library offers us. I refer, o f course, to 
the intensely civilised joy of brows­
ing: feasting from the smorgasbord 
o f the mind; drifting through the 
marketplace o f ideas. When so much 
o f our experience o f contemporary 
life is so focused, so stressed and so 
organised, it is a particular pleasure 
to go to die library, browse for a 
while, and know that this is a place 
where you can sit down with a book 
you don’t have to read.

It’s a place where you’ll come to 
realise that you are part o f the con­
tinuous flow o f human thought, that 
thinking is our best resource for cop­
ing with an unstable world, and that 
there’s actually no need to hurry.

(Reprinted, with kindpermission, 
from  Hugh Mackay’s column in the 
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T h e  i n f i n i t e  s h e l f  l i f e  o f  l i b r a r i e s
H u g h  M a c k a y  f i n d s  l in k s  w i t h  t h e  w o r l d  o f  
c o n t e m p o r a r y  t h o u g h t  a n d  w i t h  l e s s o n s  f r o m  t h e  p a s t


