Academic hibraries

H. V. Wyatt

OFPINION

Libraries should be active, not passive. A public health researcher bemoans the depressing state of
some academic libraries and suggests ways of making libraries more useful.

Professor Rais Ahmed’s study’ dis-
cussed research and teaching in Indian
universities. Research and teaching de-
pend greatly on access to journals and
books, both past and current. If the
quality of research is to be improved,
libraries must make better use of funds
and take more interest and pride in the
heritage of Indian scientific hterature.
There are some very good libraries but
others could be better. Not all books
and journals are the precious life-blood
of master spirts, but they all deserve a

proper respect.

Books

As few books are withdrawn, obsolete
editions crowd out the new, giving the
impression of rows of dark books. An
attractive “active stack’ could be created,
comprsing only current " books and
series of current value. This active stack
would have posters and bright covers to
bnghten the arca. ' necessary, these
books should be on overnight, weekend
and holiday loan only. This active stack
should have its own, separate author,
subject and title indexes. Out-of-date
books could be withdrawn to ‘reserve
stacks’. Books of historical interest can
be retained on the active shelves where
appropnate. Old books could be sold to
stalf and students and. the proceeds
added to library funds.

Some hbraries have umque classifica-
tion systems; 1t would be difficult to
reclassify the whole hibrary but all new
books and those in thc active stack
could be classified using a recognzed
system. Al British books contain their
‘Butish Library cataloguing® information
on the back of the title page, with both
Dewey and Library of Congress classi-
fications. Amencan hooks have similar
cataloguing information These details
could be used o Lthat few books would
need Classification by stafl. Photocopies
of the information could be suck on
cards Lo provide the card indexcs.

Booklets

Especially in the medical and health
fields, there are many free publications
from international, government and non-
government agencies They usually have
paper covers and are slim; they easily
walk and do not return. However,
booklets from National Institute of
Communicable Diseases (NICD), EPI,
WHO and Government of India should
not be housed in a glass bookcase in an
office, uncatalogued, unknown and un-
used. There are other Indian publica-
tions such as EPI Bulletin and Commu-
nicable Disease Bulletin, The many free
publications from WHO, ARHTAG
and other international bodies should
be on show and used by students and
staff, eg. AIDS Action, AIDS Alert,
Community Based Rechabilitation News
(CBR News), Dulogue on Duurhoea,
PANOS News, Essential Drugs Monitor,
as well as literature from TALC, Child
to Child, etc.

Journals

Many specialized and expensive foreign
journals are bttle used: surveys of
journal usc could be made and unused

journals discontinued. Journals are best
displayed and shelved alphabetically by
title, rather than by arbitrary subjects:
when journals are grouped by subject,
users only look at thewr own. If they
have to search along the current
journals users will be encouraged to
browse. The places for current journals
should be marked by a photocopy of
the journal cover firmly pasted on each
place.

Librarians need the support of senior
academic stafl. Stafl and students must
take a pride in and cherish their ibrary.
Books and journals should always be
returned on time and replaced in their
correct place. Users must replace journals
in order and sentors should give a good
example. Library staff should patrol to
enforce this and if necessary withdraw
hibrary facilities from any offenders.

Piles of unbound journals are depress-
ing. Annual indexes have been lost.
Many issues have lost their covers and
list of contents, and all are dusty and
out of order; others have fallen apart
and have lost pages. Librartes mity not
be able to bind journals for some time
and so indexes are lost. Indexes could
instead be kept at the counter. An
urgent task 15 to ensure that national
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collections have complete runs of Indian
Journals, with indexes. Such collections
are treasures that should be carefully
hoarded and used under supervision.
Libranians and semor staff could ensure
that Indian journals are bought and
used?.

Secondary serials —indexes and
abstracts

Few hbraries can buy all the journals
that stafl would hike Although they can
be accessed wia satellites or CD-ROM
{compact disc read only memory), these
databases are very expensive to use or
buy. Most lhibraries wili still rely on the
printed volumes so that staff may write
for reprints, borrow a journal [rom
another bibrary, or buy a photocopy
from the Bntsh Library Documenta-
tton Supply Centre in Boston Spa.

Librarians should seriously consider
discontinuing several foreign journals
and buywng Current Contents instead.
The 1ssues can be given away after six
months —they should not be bound or
kept. Current Contents arnves in India
on average some 10 weeks before the
journals themselves —some journals
arrive in India two to three years after
their entry has appeared tn Current
Contents?.

Unfortunately Index Medicus artives
in India on average three years later
than the journals®. Nevertheless Index
Medicus 1s easy to use, relatively cheap,
and covers much of the basic-science

literature in subjects hike biochemisuy,
microbiology and parasitology. Libra-
nans mght consider very carefully
whether they should buy the annual
Cumulated Index Medicus rather than
the monthly issues of Index Medicus. As
it arnves so late, Index Medicus 1s not
useful for current literature and 1s too
tedious to use for retrospective searches.
In a short ime the monthly issues of
Index Medicus become tatty, torn.
unmanageable and unusable.

Tropical Diseases Bulletin has critical
abstracts and is very useful However,
the bulletin relies mainly on donated or
exchanged journals for its sources and
has access to very few Indian journals
Out of about 900 journals examined in
1988, there were only 24 Indian journals.
More exchanges would bring a better
audience for Indian authors.

The library

Libraries can be cheerful, with posters
and pictures. Every hbrary could have a
spectal display near the catalogues with
a selection of books and posters on the
following:

-how to use the hbrary and the
literature

—~ how 10 write a thesis, paper, etc.

— instructions to authors, the Vancouver
style

— use of laboratory amimals, books on
medical ethics

— Better Medical Writmg in India etc.

There could be a special scction for
selected current reference books, eg,
Indian Pharmacopoeia and Merck Index.
and a large plan of the library with the
subject arcas clearly marked New
books should be displayed.

Most users seem to be students using
the hbrary for reading and studying
textbooks and notes It might be useful
to move many of the tables from the
hbrary proper to provide rooms for
students to work in. The division of
book collections from study would
stmphfy the supervision of books and
journals and provide areas for super-
vised study that could be open when the
hbrary proper 1s closed I would have
an area to sell or even give away coffee,
tea and cold drinks, to entice people
into the hibrary. It is no use providing
butldings, books and journals if they are
not used. Libraries, hke learming, should
be active, not passive.

A hbrary 1s a capital resource for
future staflf and students. We would be
hornfied to see a radiology department
with unusable equipment, no records,
and piles of dusty, unlabelled ftlms on
the floor. If journals have lost therr
covers and annual indexes, the useful-
ness of the collection is much dmini-
shed. If 1ssues are missing or can only
be found after much scarching, one
gives up.

My suggestions would cost nothing
extra but might make modest improve-
ments. Where there 1s a will there 1s a
way
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