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Public libraries in South Africa - agents or victims of
educational change?
Genevieve Hart
Abstract The paper explores the impact of educational change in South Africa on
public libraries. It surveys the recent literature to conclude that the position of school
libraries is precarious and that public librarians feel victimised by the new
curriculum. This represents a puzzling contradiction, as librarians’ expectations were
that the ethos and methodologies of the new curriculum, Curriculum 2005 (C2005),
would provide a more favourable climate. The curriculum has indeed brought
increased use of public libraries by school learners yet there has been little
recognition in official quarters of the educational role of public libraries. It is
suggested that, if librarians are to gain a better footing in curriculum planning, they
need to engage with educationists as to the role libraries play in resource-based
learning. They will need to provide documented evidence by means of research
studies. As an example of such a study, the paper describes the author’s study of
school learners’ use of two public libraries in a disadvantaged community in Cape
Town. The libraries were found to be playing a crucial role in the learning programme
of the learners. However, it is suggested that the two libraries need to design more
systematic structured programmes if the needs of school learners for information
literacy education are to be met. This might require explicit endorsement of their
educational role by their own governance structures and the provincial Education
Department.
INTRODUCTION
The paper explores the impact of educational transformation in South Africa on
public libraries. It suggests that the pressures of educational change might lead to
new library models - more appropriate to the needs of their communities than the
services inherited from the Western tradition. The paper argues that the changes in
ethos and teaching styles since 1994 offer the library profession an opportunity to
take on a more prominent role in education - and therefore indeed in social
development. The new school curriculum, with its acceptance of the need for
information literacy and its shift to resource-based learning, has given librarians the
room to become agents of change. The word “agent” implies a pro-active leadership
role - in contrast to the more passive supportive role usually assumed appropriate for
the library profession within educational circles. The library profession perhaps has a
crucial choice to make in the next few years. It can take up the opportunity for
enhanced influence that educational change presents or it can continue to wait in the
wings - hoping for its potential contribution to be noticed
If public librarians are to become agents of change, then they will need to examine
their credibility among educationists. This will depend on evidence that they do
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indeed contribute to the learning programme. More explicit recognition of its
significant role in South Africa’s new curriculum might provide the library profession
with a stronger footing in educational decision-making and planning. The paper
therefore reports on some examples of recent research that provide such evidence,
including the author’s own study conducted in October 2002.
This study set out to investigate school learners’ use of two public libraries in a
rapidly growing township on the outskirts of Cape Town. Over 800 interviews of
school learners were conducted in an attempt to find out how their reading &
information needs are being met. The central finding is that the public libraries are
playing a crucial role in the teaching and learning within the schools. The vast
majority of the respondents were coming to the library to do a “project” and very few
were able to mention any other information source apart from the public library.
However observation within the libraries and follow-up interviews with educators &
library staff reveal that much work remains to be done to implement effective
information literacy education.
EDUCATIONAL CHANGE
It is a truism that since 1994 South Africa has undergone a process of educational
transformation. Our new curriculum, Curriculum 2005 (C2005) – implemented from
1997 onwards – is evidence of new ways of thinking about education and learning.
These changes of course come from the need to construct a new integrated system
from our fragmented and unequal apartheid education systems. But they also
represent a response to global pressures. Internationally there is recognition that the
so-called information or knowledge society demands lifelong learners for example. In
his recent exploration of the interconnecting systems of society, Fritjof Capra (2003:
125) points out that, in an economy where “information processing innovation and
knowledge creation are the main sources of productivity”, employees able to educate
themselves are prized. He defines self-educators as “people who can access higher
kevels of education through their capacity to process information and to create
knowledge” (p. 125). In the past few decades throughout the world education systems
have been shaken up and “re-formed” with the aim of producing school leavers able
to solve problems and think independently (Fullan, 1991; Morris & Marshall, 1991).
Librarians have been quick to recognise the implications of these changes for their
work. Breivik & Senn, (1998:11-34) for example analyse the educational reform
movements of the 1980s in the United States in terms of the concept of “resourcebased learning” and the information literacy it demands.
Table 1 below summarises the shifts in classroom styles that are described across the
literature of educational change (for example Brown, 1988; Fullan, 1991; Morris &
Marshall, 1991).
Table 1
Educational change towards constructivism
Traditional classroom style
Constructivist classroom

Teacher instructor

Teacher facilitator
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Teaching isolated
Teacher autonomy
Group instruction
Textbook reliance
Self-contained classrooms

Team teaching
Cooperative activity
Individual instruction
Variety of resources
Learning as active discovery
Learning as problem based

The moves towards constructivist approaches surely resonate with librarians and lend
support to Breivik and Senn’s arguments. A glance at the literature of school and
academic librarianship over the years, both in South Africa and internationally, soon
reveals a thread of argument that links prevailing teaching ethos and styles to the
success of the library (for example Brown, 1988; Stadler, 1991; Diepraam & Bester,
1993; Asselin, 2001; Ekhaml, 2001).
The outcomes-based approaches of South Africa’s Curriculum 2005 (C2005) reflect
international trends. It claims to have moved away from rote learning and
memorisation. The 2001 Revised National Curriculum Statement (Department of
Education, 2002) lists the following attributes of the learner which reflect, it is
claimed, the values and ethos of our constitution. The learner:
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

has the linguistic skills needed for multi-lingual & multicultural South Africa
is curious and ready for scientific & artistic discovery
can adapt to an ever-changing environment
has a problem-solving bent of mind
can gather, analyse, organise, evaluate & communicate information
is able to take decisions in a complex technological society
is equipped for the social, political & economic demands of South Africa in our
local and global context.

These attributes are echoed in the specific outcomes spelled out for each Learning
Area of the new curriculum – as shown by Zinn (2002).
The fifth attribute in the above list is of specific interest to librarians as it gives us
them a foothold in the curriculum. In recent years the library profession has
identified information literacy as central to its social mission. Information literacy
refers to the complement of skills that enable citizens to recognise a need for
information, find information efficiently, analyse it and assess it crucially, use it to
meet the identified need and to solve problems. In addition, as Zinn (2002: 9) points
out, all the other attributes in the above list overlap with information literacy.
Libraries contribute directly to all of them.
The assessment methods and pedagogies of South Africa’s new curriculum reflect its
ethos. Portfolios of work and projects are used to assess learning – not only
examinations. Analysis of the documentation shows teaching and learning to be
3
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“resource-based” (Lombo, 2002: 4). Traditionally classrooms in South Africa and
throughout the rest of the world have been full of chalk and talk. The teacher is “the
expert” who hands out knowledge with the aid perhaps of a textbook and notes. Shifts
to constructivist approaches which see learning in terms of active discovery, problemsolving and knowledge construction should provide a more favourable climate for
libraries which are the sites where much of this kind of independent learning takes
place. This at least is the assumption of many librarians. Whether their
understanding is shared by educationists is a thorny question.
Evidence of gaps in thinking between librarianship and educationists lies in the
review and revision of Curriculum 2005 from 2000 onwards (Department of
Education, 2000, 2002), which provided an opportunity for librarians to put their
case. The review came after a series of reports on the failure of the curriculum
especially in the disadvantaged sector of schooling. Taylor and Vinjevold’s influential
survey of research in problems with C2005 came out in support of better availability
of textbooks and stationery – arguing that they are what will most effectively and
economically “develop learners’ conceptual knowledge structures” (p. 184). Indeed
the authors warn that “learning materials that are not structured into a
comprehensive learning programme are severely limited” (p. 182). The final report of
the C2005 Review Committee states that “well-resourced” schools are coping well
with the new curriculum but there is no mention of libraries (Department of
Education, 2000). Librarians perhaps would assume the existence of functioning
libraries in these “well-resourced” schools. However, the absence of any mention of
libraries in the final Revision of C2005 (Department of Education, 2002), even after
two representations to the Review Committee by LIASA’s School Libraries and Youth
Services Interest Group (Library & Information Association of South Africa, 2000),
indicates that educationists do not share this assumption. Perhaps librarians need to
move away from the rather vague statements that “resource-based learning demands
libraries” and provide evidence of what their contribution really is.
NEW LIBRARY MODELS?
At the same time as education has been undergoing radical change, the literature of
librarianship, both in South Africa and internationally, shows that it also has been reexamining its mission in the light of changed political and economic contexts
(Durrance 1991). An example is the recurring call for more relevant public library
models for developing societies. Issak’s survey (2000) of the position of public
libraries in Africa summarises the arguments for a model of public librarianship that
contributes to the developmental needs of a community. He argues that Africa has
inherited a model of public librarianship that does not reflect its own realities (2000:
12-13). Public library use has decreased in post-colonial African countries. Is it, it is
asked, because of a perceived lack of relevance by potential users? Sturges and Neill
(1998) also propose a re-examination of library models in Africa. They suggest that
the demographics of African countries might encourage public libraries to prioritise
the needs of youth. This might imply a shift towards playing a more active role in
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formal education rather than the traditionally indirect supportive role of the Western
model.
The argument here is that African countries do not have well-developed school library
systems. Less than 30% of South African schools for example have functional
libraries (Department of Education, 1999). Given the widespread educational reform
alluded to above, it is argued that public libraries might have to accept the reality of
the non-existence of school libraries and step into a directly educational role.
The role of public libraries in education was a recurring theme in the South African
library literature throughout the 1980s. However, much of the writing in the 1980s
viewed the heavy use of the public library by school pupils as a "problem" (for
example Van der Walt, 1981; Brooke-Norris, 1986; Niven, 1987), probably because
curriculum work falls outside the traditional mission statements of public
librarianship. However there is increasing evidence, summarised by Stillwell and Bell
(2003) that the primary need of young South Africans in relation to libraries is for
curricular materials.
Once the educational role of the public library is acknowledged in the context of a
shortage of school libraries, the combined school library/community library is often
put forward as an “alternative and achievable” model (Le Roux, 2001: 4). The
exploration of the model of combined public library/school library in South Africa
perhaps began with the NEPI report on libraries in South Africa in the early 1990s
(National Education Policy Investigation, 1992) and then was returned to at a
conference in Durban hosted by Jenny Karlsson of the Natal Education Policy Unit in
1996 (Karlsson, 1996). The conference included papers on the barriers in the way of
establishing sophisticated school library systems in South Africa and others on jointuse libraries in other parts of the world such as Sweden, the US and Australia. The
continued influence of Karlsson was clear on the completion of the draft National
Policy Framework for School Library Standards circulated by the Department of
Education in 1998. The premise of the document is that South Africa cannot afford to
provide each school with a library and a librarian. It argues that nonetheless C2005 is
a resource-based curriculum, requiring access to learning and information resources.
Its solution to this conundrum is a progressive range of different models of school
library service – ranging from classroom box libraries to the “one-school-onelibrary”. One of its models is the joint use public library/school library which refers to
a public library that might serve a number of schools in its immediate community.
The influence of Jenny Karlsson and the Natal Education Policy Unit continued in
1997 with the Library Practice for Young Learners project – another outcome of the
conference in Durban (Wettmark, 2002). The project, sponsored by BIS, a Swedish
Library Association, and SIDA, the Swedish Agency for International Development
Cooperation, drew together key officials and practitioners across all provinces. Its
first aim was to develop the professional capacity of school library staff in Sweden
and South Africa. A subsequent aim was to test the models provided in the National
Policy Framework for School Library Standards document. Three case studies of
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pilot sites were published (Naiker and Mbokaza, 2002), one of which reports on the
Makhuva Information Centre, a resource centre set up in a garage by a few
community volunteers to serve the community as well as a number of schools. The
case of Makhuva illustrates the problems caused by barriers between government
departments but also how these barriers can be overcome once people from the
various sectors recognise the need to collaborate.
The growing recognition of the need for collaboration across sectors was shown in the
initiative of the Pretoria Office of UNESCO, the National Committee for Library CoOperation, which established a task team in the late 1990s to examine the identified
need for better cooperation between the public library sector and the school library
sector. The preface to its report states that “collaboration between school and public
library systems would seem for everybody the way forwards, particularly in rural
areas, where availability of books is limited and trained librarians are scarce”
(National Committee for Library Co-Operation, 2000: 5). The report gives a stamp of
approval to the same range of joint use library models provided in the draft National
Policy Framework for School Library Standards. In her Masters thesis completed in
2001, the editor of the UNESCO report, Sophia Le Roux, suggests some possible
guidelines for South Africa for joint use libraries (2001).
The impact of these initiatives towards new models of library service, outlined above,
has so far been limited. They perhaps too hastily nailed their colours to the National
Policy Framework. This document, though completed in 1997 after widespread
consulting, was apparently rejected by the Department of Education in 2002. The
process of school library policy making has since been stalled. Karlsson, herself a
leader in these projects as shown above, recently commented that the Library
Practice for Young Learners project perhaps distracted key role-players to the
detriment of the crucial national policy-making process (2003: 6).
PUBLIC LIBRARIES IN SOUTH AFRICA: “VICTIMS” OF C2005?
As the above projects and reports have unfolded, the position of school libraries in
South Africa has remained precarious - as evidenced in several papers at the national
conference Ghost Libraries and Curriculum 2005 in July 2002 (Education Library
Information and Technology Services, 2002).
The lack of school libraries has put pressure on public libraries. Public librarians at
national conferences have responded to the situation by calling for funds from
provincial education departments to alleviate the pressures of increased school
learner numbers (for example Hendricz, 1998; Leach, 1998). Lor (1998: 11), head of
South Africa’s National Library, contended in 1998 that budget cut-backs were
crippling libraries. My own study of 67 children’s librarians in Cape Town in 1999
found evidence of how these pressures were contributing to low morale (Hart,
2000a). There was consensus among the respondents that C2005 has indeed brought
increased pressures at the same time as they are experiencing shrinking staff and
materials budgets. A constant refrain was: “We are doing the work of school
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librarians”. My conclusion at the time was that children’s and youth librarians in
Cape Town’s public libraries were feeling victimised by the new curriculum.
Maepa and Mhinga‘s research project within a community library in Limpopo
Province paints a similar picture of library staff struggling to meet the needs of school
learners (2003: 270). They analyse the barriers that hinder effective use of the library
by teachers and learners in the 28 schools in the region, of which only one has a
library. These include a lack of insight among principals and educators into the
educational role of a library – perhaps, the authors speculate, because they
themselves have had little experience of a library in their own education. One result is
learners’ coming to the library with ill-defined and inappropriate project topics.
Librarians have to confront these taxing topics – usually with no prior consultation
with teachers.
Maepa and Mhinga perhaps provide an answer to the conundrum mentioned above.
It is true that Curriculum 2005 is on paper a library friendly system. It expects
learners to use a wide range of resources in the course of independent research
projects. It therefore should have enhanced the position of the library profession
whose libraries provide the sites for this kind of learning. Yet there is consensus
among librarians that the position of libraries – school and public - has deteriorated
in the last few years. How can this puzzling contradiction be explained? Could it be
that educators and curriculum planners just do not share librarians’ understanding of
what a resource-based curriculum means? The literature of educational change
includes a thread on the significance of teachers’ beliefs and on, what Barnes calls,
their “frames” (1992). Similarly, the literature of information literacy education, at
school and tertiary level, highlights the importance of teachers’ perceptions of
information and its use in learning. As Brown points out:
“To ask teachers to change the materials they use for teaching, and the
teaching approaches they use, is to require a change in their basic beliefs about
how students learn “(1988: 13).

Both Maepa and Mphinga (2003) and Karlsson (2003) make the point that only a
small proportion of South African teachers and curriculum planners will have had
access to libraries in their own education. Just because the prevailing ethos is
“progressive”, librarians cannot assume that they will gain a better footing in
education. In 1981 Morrill wrote a paper that might hold some useful lessons in which
he demonstrates the ambivalence of many so-called progressive movements in
American education towards libraries. Two South African PhD theses completed in
1993 were based on the premise that educational change would lead to calls for more
and better school libraries (Fredericks, 1993; Job 1993). However, Fredericks’
findings suggest that educators in the early 1990s lacked insight into the potential
role of libraries in educational transformation in South Africa.
EVIDENCE BASED ADVOCACY: A CHANGE AGENT STRATEGY
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The above discussion of the impact (or non-impact) of Curriculum 2005 on public
and school libraries suggests that South African libraries have not fared well in the
new educational dispensation. It has two implications for librarians who might want
to move away from victim to agent status. Firstly, the profession has to engage more
vigorously with educationists – spelling out what a library contributes to a resourcebased curriculum. This engagement needs to apply the insights within the literature
of educational change that point to the importance to change of the deeply held
convictions of educators about learning and libraries. The second implication is they
will need to provide evidence of their present role in the curriculum and use this to
convince educationists.
In recent years, the concept of “evidence-based advocacy” has taken root in the
thinking of school librarianship internationally. There is recognition that years of
advocacy have not succeeded in improving the position of libraries. The Australian
academic, Ross Todd, challenges librarians to be less passive and to document their
work more rigorously by means of small scale research projects (2002). He himself
has partnered school librarians in action research in order to provide evidence of
their importance to the learning programme.
Todd works within the sphere of school librarianship but there have been similar calls
within public librarianship. Durrance (1991: 284) warns that, without continuous
research in the needs of their customers, public librarians might be accused of relying
on outdated and limiting assumption. She identifies a gap between researchers and
practitioners. Public librarians perceive research to be esoteric and irrelevant, and so
do not read it. And researchers, she claims, do not consult enough with practitioners.
Both Todd and Durrance would agree that anecdotal evidence is not enough in a
climate of accountability and reduced public spending.
A STUDY OF SCHOOL LEARNERS’ USE OF TWO CAPE TOWN PUBLIC
LIBRARIES
As an example of the kind of research Todd talks of, at the end of 2002 I decided to
undertake a small study in two public libraries in the community of Vista (a
pseudonym for the purposes of research) that were hosting some University of
Western Cape students. The University of the Western Cape's involvement in Vista
came out of the Joint Education Trust’s CHESP initiative, which had identified it as
an appropriate site for its pilot service learning programme. The programme began
with an orientation session in July 2002 that introduced the students to the Vista
communities. A panel of youth workers, health workers, police, and social workers
discussed the social issues facing the youth of the area - including high rates of
teenage pregnancies, HIV/Aids, gangsterism, abuse, unemployment and poverty.
Preliminary discussions with library staff uncovered much criticism of the local
teachers. Typical complaints were: teachers do not come to the library; they do not
inform the library of school projects in good time; and learners are not being taught
how to use the library effectively. The Vista libraries' staff told me that none of the
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schools in Vista has a functioning library and frequently pointed out in early
interviews that they were “doing the work of school librarians”.
Research problem and methodology
This phrase became the focus of the research study that I undertook with the help of
the UWC students. As mentioned earlier, the claim “public libraries are doing the
work of school libraries” had cropped up in my study of children’s librarians in 1999
(Hart, 2000a) and had been echoed at gatherings of public librarians (for example at
the Public and Community Library Interest Group’s session at the LIASA conference
in 2002).
The study of the use of two public libraries by school learners that I describe in this
paper forms just one part of a larger case study of the schools of Vista, which will
document how the schools within Vista are managing the project and portfolio work
of C2005. However, the study of the two libraries’ school users can stand alone. The
purpose here is not to give a systematic account of the data gathered and its analysis but rather to highlight the aspects relevant to the themes of this paper.
Vista lends itself to the research problem as it has two medium-sized public libraries
(Vista Library and Vista East), each of which serves a manageable number of schools
within reach - that is about four or five in the catchment area of each. Both libraries
belong to the same metropolitan sub-structure and to that sub-structure's network of
libraries. The facilities in both the Vista libraries are similar to other township
libraries in Cape Town as documented in a study in 1999 (Hart, 2000a). One
difference between the two is that Vista Library is a pilot site for the SmartCape
Internet project, which means that it has a bank of PCs with Internet access.
The investigation over four days of the use of the two public libraries by school
learners set out to throw light on the question of how much the Vista libraries are
filling the assumed gap caused by the non-existence of school libraries. Some of the
questions it asks are:






How many learners from the surrounding schools are coming to the two libraries?
Why do learners come to the public libraries?
Which learners from which schools are using the local library? And for what?
What other sources of information & resources do the learners use?
Are there differences in the patterns of use between the two libraries?

More complex questions lie behind these. For example:
 What do the learners need from the library?
 How are learners’ needs for information literacy education being met?
 Does the public library have the required capacity to take on the active educational
role that is being suggested in various quarters?
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These last questions might well be answered only after the larger case study of the
schools is complete.
Over the period of four afternoons, Monday to Thursday, in the last week of October
2002, 894 interviews with school learners coming into the two libraries were
conducted. The interview used a structured questionnaire, comprising 16 questions
gathering data on learners' backgrounds, their reasons for coming to the library that
day, and their broader information-seeking behaviour. It had been piloted in another
library close to the University, which was also hosting UWC students. After the first
day a second shorter questionnaire was used for any learner who reported at once
that he or she had already been interviewed. These 89 questionnaires are not
included in the analysis given in this paper. The UWC students were instructed to try
to interview every school learner coming into the library - excepting those not wishing
to take part. It is estimated that about 80% of the learners in the libraries that week
were included. The data were then entered on an Excel spreadsheet for summary and
statistical analysis (where useful).
Other data were gathered by means of interviews and observation over several weeks.
I conducted preliminary interviews with the managers of the two libraries - using a
questionnaire evolved in an earlier study of libraries in Cape Town in 1999 (Hart,
2000a). These formal interviews were followed up with frequent more informal
conversations with them and with the other library staff members.
Findings
The major finding is the high numbers of learners using the libraries. Over the four
days a total of 799 usable questionnaires were completed as well as 89 "second
round" questionnaires. Library staff assured us that these numbers are not unusual in
the course of the school term and the experience of the UWC students over a number
of weeks confirms this. My photographs document the problems these high numbers
bring, especially for the older smaller Vista Library. Vista East Library is only two
years old and was built to cope with the large study spaces required by disadvantaged
township learners, who often do not have conditions at home conducive to study.
Every chair in the afternoons at Vista Library is occupied. Large queues form at the
single photocopier and large crowds of children congregate around the bank of
SmartCape PCs. Both libraries adhere to a policy that ejects school learners at
5.00pm every afternoon. This means that use by schools learners is telescoped into a
few short hours. Observations record that both libraries are rather quiet in the
mornings.
It is probable that many of the respondents will not be formally registered members
as membership requires parents' signatures. Witbooi (2001), in her study of the
membership of a library in a nearby suburb, suggests that high levels of adult
illiteracy, together with perceptions that the library is for the educated middle class,
mean that many children in a disadvantaged community are not signed up library
members.
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There are significant differences in the age groups, grades, and the language groups
using the two libraries. These will not be discussed here as they do not pertain to the
focus of this paper.
Analysis of the completed questionnaires shows how important a role the public
libraries are playing in the school life of the learners. The use involves more than oneoff visits. Many report that in the course of their school projects they return to the
library frequently – with 76 learners claiming to have made seven visits or more for
their current project. The mean number of visits is 2.15. (see Table 2)
Table 2
Number of Visits to Library to Do this Project?

No. of Visits

Respondents

1
2
3
4
5
6
7 or more

561
61
52
20
16
13
76

Total

799

Median No =
Mean No =
Maximum =

1
2.15
14

Another finding that points to the crucial role of the libraries is that very few learners
use any other library. Of the 799 respondents, 623 - that is 78% - said that they never
use any other library. Twenty-seven (3%) said they also use a school library; 16 use
the Bellville Library - the large district library some kilometres away that is designed
to serve the reference needs of the municipal sub-structure that Vista is part of.
Others named various public libraries throughout Cape Town, probably those close to
their schools (see below).
Table 3 shows that the figure on use of school libraries is ambiguous as in a later
question 234 respondents (29%) said that in the past year they had used "books in
their school library" for their school work. One respondent in Vista Library gave a
clue towards a possible explanation for the contradiction when he said that he used
some "old books" from the library at school but it was not a “real” library. Of the 234
claiming to use books in the school library, 156 (66%) are Vista respondents - whose
schools can be labelled as ex-House of Representative (HOR) schools. Many of them
have the remnants of the school libraries that were established in the 1980s but that,

https://repository.uwc.ac.za/

11

since the amalgamation of school systems in the mid 1990s, have been neglected
(Hart, 2000b; Le Roux, 2001: 160).

Table 3
Sources of Information Used This Year for
Schoolwork

Source

Respondents

Books at school provided by teachers
Books in school library
Books at home belonging to family
Personal contacts
Internet at the library
Internet at school
Internet at home
NGOs
Internet at Icafe

480
234
221
113
85
64
46
24
2

The list of schools from where the respondents come makes interesting reading. At
the start of the study the librarians in each library had reported that they served four
or five schools. Yet the reality is that their school users come from 71 different schools
scattered throughout the neighbouring areas. A later question, which asked about use
of other libraries, revealed that these children might well also be using the library
close to their school. It is clear however that many of the children who travel out of
their home communities to attend school choose to do their homework in the library
close to home. Despite the range of 71 schools, the study shows that two or three
schools dominate the use of each of the libraries.
The question that probed why the learners were in the library that day is the heart of
the study. Originally, 11 categories were allowed for but these were extended to 16 on
analysis of the open-ended question that encouraged respondents to give "other"
reasons that might not be spelled out. The table that follows lists the responses. On
average most respondents come in for more than one reason - to do a project and to
photocopy for example.
Table 4
Why did you come to the library today?

Reason
Work on school project / portfolio
Sit in library to do homework
Use library for assignment

Vista Library Vista East Library Total
193
80
64

134
176
135

327
256
199
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Bring back / take out book
Photocopying
Sit and read
Meet / be with friends
Read info on hobby / interest
Pass time
Use computers
Personal information
Study for Exam
Admin
Help Others
Games
Use Phones

Mean no. of reasons per respondent

91
63
43
57
8
27
31
7
0
7
1
4
0

106
94
84
67
42
20
7
15
19
6
7
2
2

197
157
127
124
50
47
38
22
19
13
8
6
2

483

782

1265

1.2

2.1

1.6

Analysis of the total for both libraries together shows that the most common reason is
to work on a project; the second is to sit in the library to do homework; the third is to
use library materials to complete an assignment; the fourth is to bring back or borrow
a book. The role of the library in the social life of young people is rather striking.
Rather a high proportion of the visits involve meeting friends and passing the time.
The respondents seem to use the libraries very little for their personal information
needs. Vista youth face huge social problems and, if it is indeed true that the local
schools do not have libraries, the question has to be asked where the young people of
Vista find information on HIV/Aids, sex education, violence, crime, careers, and, so
on. Millward (1994), in describing her work in a public library in Johannesburg in
1994, highlights the important contribution public libraries can make to the life-skills
of young South Africans. This is an issue that requires follow-up inside the Vista
schools.
The data about use of computers by Vista learners have to be viewed against the
backdrop of the large national and provincial projects to bring computers to school
learners. The goal of these projects is to fast-track historically disadvantaged learners
into the global information society. Two questions in the questionnaire focused on the
use of computers. One asked whether the respondent was in the library to use a
computer and another later question asked whether they ever used the Internet - at
school, home or in the library - as an information source. Only 38 respondents over
the four days said that they had come to the library that day "to use the computers" this is about 5% of the 800 respondents over the four days. At first this low figure is
puzzling as observation and photographs record that the SmartCape computers are in
constant use by scores of young people. However, a closer look at the photos reveals
that the users of the PCs are young men - not school learners. With the roll-out of
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the SmartCape project to all other libraries in Cape Town in the next year, this is
clearly an issue for public library staff. That fact that only 52 respondents - that is just
over 6% - reported that they sometimes use the Internet at their schools for
information points to an important role for the SmartCape project. The study in Vista
Library might also point to another issue – the role of gender in the use of the PCs.
Girls are nowhere to be seen in the photographs of the SmartCape computers at Vista
Library.
Some conclusions of the Vista study
Any generalised statement of conclusions has to be cautious. As mentioned above, the
study of the learners’ use of the Vista libraries is the first part of a case study of the
schools in Vista. The high response rate means that the study gives a valid picture of
the case study site. Moreover, I believe that it might give a fairly typical picture of
South African libraries, at least of those in the rapidly growing townships on the
edges of our cities. Supporters of case study methodology contend that the knowledge
gained from the study of a single site can, under certain conditions, be more valuable
that large-scale surveys (Stake, 1994). Thus Delamont and Hamilton, in their book on
single classroom research, claim that “through the detailed study of one particular
context it is still possible to clarify relationships, pinpoint critical processes and
identify common phenomena” (1984: 19).
The major finding of the Vista study is the heavy use of the libraries by school
learners, which is not reflected in the issue and membership statistics of either
library. It is clear that the learners rely on the public library for their school learning.
The study of the Vista Libraries so far documents quantity of use - it does not
however examine quality of use. For example, it does not follow up whether the
information needs of the learners are in fact being met or whether the experience in
the public library is developing the information literacy of the learners. Photographs
document the long queues of children at Vista Library’s photocopying machine. The
study does not investigate what happens once the page from the book is copied.
Observation and staff interviews indicate that school learners get little support or
guidance inside the libraries. The large numbers flocking into the libraries in the
afternoons make any sustained individual guidance difficult. Staff place books
deemed relevant for the current projects on the school project shelves and children
help themselves. No education in the use of indexes for example was observed.
Indeed, there is no catalogue or database or subject index available for public use
anyway. The only scaffolding provided is the Dewey signage on the shelves. In reply to
a question on retrieval facilities, one of the librarians in charge made the comment:
"We have to take them [learners] to the shelves" (Interview 12 September). Given the
high numbers in the afternoons, it is difficult to see how children can learn
independent information retrieval skills especially as no retrieval tools are available.
The questionnaire gathered information about project topics and about the educators
behind them, which will be useful in the next phase of the case study. Given the
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library staff's rather negative perceptions of educators, mentioned above, it is
interesting that 52% of respondents said that their teacher had told them to use the
library. In the preliminary interviews, both sets of library staff recognised the need
for more sustained contact with the schools in the vicinity. They had made sporadic
attempts to work more closely with local schools. They claimed, for example, that
they had tried to get teachers to communicate their assignments and projects but that
most teachers soon forgot to do this. The Vista East staff were especially critical of the
high school just across the road - saying that its educators had nothing to do with the
library. Yet that school forms the largest user group for the library.
Despite these comments, it is clear that the Vista libraries are playing a vital role in
the learning programme of their young users. They are a crucial source of materials
for school projects and for homework assignments.
VICTIMS TO AGENTS? SOME SUGGESTIONS FROM THE VISTA STUDY
The study of the Vista libraries hopefully has demonstrated how a small-scale study
might provide evidence in support of public libraries.
It has shown that the staff at the Vista libraries might well claim to be doing the work
of school libraries. They are providing for the curricular information needs of their
users – even if it is by default. The proviso “by default” is due to the doubt over
whether they are in fact meeting the learning needs of their users with regard to
independent research and information literacy skills. To do this they will have to plan
more systematic and structured educational programmes – perhaps using the
relatively quiet mornings. Research in good practice in information literacy education
identifies the following characteristics:
•
•
•
•
•

a process approach using frameworks such as Carole Kuhlthau’s ISP model
systematic programming – in which skills are taught sequentially and audited
prior identification of learning outcomes and follow-up assessment
a tailored approach – designing interventions to meet the needs of the specific
learner group
a “just in time” approach in which skills are taught as needed – in the course of
a project for example not always at the beginning of the academic year.

Neither of the Vista libraries is engaged in this kind of programming. Perhaps it will
be possible only if libraries focus on a few schools and on key grades in these schools.
To move into this kind of active leadership role will require some re-thinking within
public library circles. Librarians will need to learn to talk the same language as
educationists; they will need to become experts on C2005; they will need to design
effective learning programmes.
Above all, they will need to be convinced themselves that information literacy
education belongs in their mission statements. Witbooi comments that at present
there is a gap between the reality on the ground and library policy statements. Her
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study of library membership in the Kuils River community in Cape Town finds school
learners to be the biggest group of library patrons. Yet the official policy documents
do not reflect this educational role - leading her to speculate that local authorities
might not be aware of the contribution of public libraries to formal education
(Witbooi, 2001: 97).
For public libraries to establish and sustain these programmes will require explicit
endorsement of their formal educational role by their own governance structures and
the educational authorities such as the Western Cape Education Department. This
endorsement will give the credibility needed to establish partnerships with local
educators. As long as public libraries perform their educational role in ad hoc
improvised ways, with no formal recognition of their work, they will remain victims.
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