                   The Unbearable Lightness of Being - In an Open Library

The look and feel of the open library:
1. Open Sesame.

2. Open Ambience.

3. Open to all needs.

4. Open house for teachers.
5. Open communication with management. No walls!

6. Open to the future past present.
7. Open to new ideas, anyone?

1. Open Sesame:
Unlike Ali Baba’s brother in the Arabian Nights tale, every library user can recall the magic words, because the inherent nature of every library is to bring about accessibility and use. This is of course nothing new or revolutionary but has fallen into disuse due to librarians and teachers fear of loss and damage to books.It is therefore crystal clear that a school or children’s library has to have open shelves and racks for free browsing and handling. This is vital for children and young adults so that they begin to learn how to be independent in searching and selecting the right material be it fiction, non-fiction or curriculum based. With young minds it is also very necessary to convey a sense of mutual trust, shared responsibility, co-operation, consideration and care. Locking up the resources does not safeguard them. On the contrary it brings about barriers between user and the library. Any barrier however trivial in our minds, can be a deterrent to young users. Have space between your shelves. Keep books meant for younger children on lower shelves. In any case do not have very high shelves. Even adults may not be too tall! Besides, high shelves have an unfortunate resemblance to walls!  The role of a true librarian can never be that of policing and monitoring. 
                                      Rather it is one of mentoring and relating.
 The scheme of classification you use for your arrangement is important too. The Dewey Decimal scheme though unsatisfactory for many books, still in my view, gives a broad base easily understood by the librarian and the users. Also it is the most universally used in college, university and public libraries so it becomes easier for your students to inter-face with other libraries when they go out of school. Within this broad base, many variations can be made to suit your user group. Colour coding, specially labelled sections, an outsize book shelf, tweaking the sequence of subjects to bring less-used books to the fore ....all these are your prerogative as long as there are clear signs.
But having said all this, there are some real problems the librarian can face regarding care of books.

Or about regular return of materials.

 2. Open Ambience:
Let us listen to a user. 
“I would like to be greeted by wide open doors. And beyond that I see a bright, airy library space. At the entrance, I see a soft board with interesting clippings, cartoons, some of my own contributions, announcements of new books, little notes to highlight key articles in journal issues, poems and puzzles. I enter and check out the display of new books. Sometimes this display has a topical theme,  at other times the theme may arise in my mind so I suggest it to the librarian and help her pull out the relevant books.”
                   Change is essential so there must be something different every week or 10 days.
 “What I really love is the way the furniture reflects my reading mood. There are sofas and cushions where I read the magazines or relax with a story book, a large table or tables and straight-backed chairs for me to do reference work and an open space for group activities.”

“ There are displays of projects done by my class or others that I can pore over, little objects here and there which have a story to tell, and art and craft work by teachers and students which make me feel this is truly ‘our’ library.”
“The part I love best is when I am browsing. I call it “prowling” because I feel I can roam around and find all kinds of material; books, CDs and DVDs, maps, photo albums, projects done by my seniors, books made by me and my friends. That is great fun!”

“ I find a shelf that says ‘books in hospital’ and I see repair material next to it so I settle down to give a book some tender loving care.”

“Finally, I LOVE the way I can choose books to borrow and go to the computer myself, borrow and return. I can search for books too. Oh yes, I forgot to tell you that I get a lot of help to choose books. The friendly, helpful librarian is available if I need her but she is not an in-your-face presence! There are bibliographies made by other students, activities that we do like book talks and book auctions which give me a pretty good idea of the ‘awesome’ books we have in our library.”
However, a library is not just for visual appeal. It must also perform its task of being an information resource centre and be user- friendly. So fairly soon after entering, the user must see  a map or guide to the library, perhaps some conventions and timings of the library, the scheme of arrangement along with shelf guides. If possible, let your users be able to see the WHOLE of the library at a glance and then go into the specifics and details.

3. Open to all needs:
What does this mean? Obviously every school or institution library will have an in-house user body. But let’s look a little closer at that. What about your support staff? What is your policy on parent borrowing, visitors and overnight guests? Is the library open to them? What about the differently-abled? What about different strokes and different reading needs of your own users given their age, their inclinations and their abilities? What about teacher needs?  Can one-size- fit- all really work?
So think on these things:

And be sure to try and have wheelchair access, books in Braille, sign language posters.......... books in other languages which are read differently. For e.g. In Urdu, in Chinese, in Japanese ....apart from the languages already taught .Books of music....any other?

Above all,  be sure you are sharing with your users why the library has multiple access. Good to expose children to these variations.

Non-fiction: Somehow in our libraries we tend to focus on text books, reference books and fiction. What about non-fiction? Perhaps well-written non-fiction is not so easily available for young children but you would have observed that there are many who are drawn to it. It begins with wanting to read how-to books and instruction manuals. It moves on to an interest in reading about lives of famous people. Have you noticed how obsessed some children are about games and sports and the rules of each game? This is how I drew in a number of boys who were non-readers. Every time there was an argument on the sports field, they came to the library for clarification! Girls, by and large, were looking for needlework, pattern and embroidery books and at a certain age, for romance. Both sexes came for cookbooks. Then at adolescence, there is a fascination with true-life stories on war, war tactics and great battles. What may be more covert is a need-to-know about sexuality and we owe it to our young adult readers to have sensitively written books freely accessible. The librarian anticipates this need and facilitates this move for them. Many more such needs exist which you as a librarian are aware of and can surely respond to.
4. Open house for teachers:

Teachers are the biggest asset for the library. They hold the pulse of the student and can make a big difference in their (students’) use of the library. 

So get to know them, not only their subject needs but their other interests and strengths. Once you do that, you can alert them to any new resources or existing ones of their interest which they may have missed.  Ask them for suggestions of material they absolutely MUST have for their subject teaching, books which would be invaluable for further reading in the subject, and resources of general interest which would enrich the library collection.
Invite them to give a brief talk in the library not only on what they read, but also how they read. This is a fascinating glimpse for their students!  Recently  I  attended such sessions where one teacher shared that for some time she has been drawn only to non-fiction and she told us why. Another said he reads  two  books at a time – one serious and one for light reading. These were both fiction and  non-fiction. Glimpses like these into reading patterns help students get a wider view of reading habits.
From the teacher’s perspective, the library is a treasure house BUT he or she must take the time to delve into it. One earnest request I have made at many schools is to schedule a library period for each teacher for herself, not with a class. Some schools have a separate seating area for them. I have mixed feelings about this because the best advertisement for reading is for a student to see a teacher reading and perhaps even engage her in conversation about it. 

Teachers – some dos and don’ts:
Do read some classic books in education. This gives you the canvas on which to work.

Do read to understand how your subject fits into the overall curriculum.

Do read to enhance your teaching and communication skills – classroom management, current approaches and innovative techniques.

Do read to recognise and understand a particular child’s difficulties – physical or psychological. Your action can stem from this ground.
Please:
Don’t send students to the library as a punishment!

Don’t send them there to complete their home-work either. Both these send the wrong messages.

Don’t underestimate the significance of the library as a powerful learning space.

Don’t underestimate the role of the librarian in this process!!

5.Open parley with management. No walls !
In many workshops that I have facilitated, there is one cry that I hear regularly. “Ma’am, the management does not recognise me as on par with other teachers. How can I do all the things you suggest if they won’t let me?”
I would suggest that we learn how to break down walls and share our ideas with the management. Show them that you are committed, hardworking and in earnest. I think every head is looking for such a person.  You don’t need to wait for permission to start with little things. Have activities in your library periods, tell stories, make the right material available to your users, make the place bright and cheerful, put up attractive displays, visit other libraries for fresh ideas, go to bookstores, browse online for interesting books and oh..a hundred other things that do not need the management’s say-so. Before you know it, the head is proudly bringing important visitors to the library!! From there on, there should be no stopping you.

Invite authors, illustrators, publishers to visit and talk with your users.

Set out with groups of students and teachers to book exhibitions, cultural programmes, book releases , public talks and more.

A librarian is not confined to the racks and stacks of the library.

6.Open to future, past, present:

In the present age of technology, no library should still be a slave to the voluminous “Accession Register.”  If your collection is not yet computerised, wait no longer. Start checking out good software programmes, both paid and free. Sometimes a parent or an old student takes it on and creates an in-house programme. As long as you, the librarian, are working with the person and make sure the software broadly follows universal conventions, all will be well. Ultimately it would be good to get onto bar coding as well if the budget permits.
So much for the present.  As for the future, who knows? Everyone is excited about digital libraries. Is that the way to go? Seems a bit cold and unfriendly to me.  Will everyone be sitting around with a kindle?

Nowadays many libraries have started an archival collection. Apart from gathering archives of the school or institution, it would be a good idea to think twice before you throw anything! It might have archival value. But seriously, at our school, children are fascinated to see the issue of Life magazine which covered the landing on the moon, or a scrap book made at the time of Gandhi’s death.  I have a separate archival section which gets displayed every now and then. I do put away some items that I feel will gather dust but also gather value  as time goes by!!
7.Open to new ideas, anyone?

New ideas have to be refreshed every so often especially in a school or children’s library. So keeping that in mind, here are a few of my favourite ones:

Book Hospital: In spite of good care, books which are handled by so many people are bound to get worn out. So I have a shelf which says, “Book Hospital” and repair materials are easily at hand. You would be surprised at the number of children who check out that shelf and actually enjoy bringing a book back to health!
Adopt-a-book:  Each child selects a favourite book, series or author and adopts them. So the health and happiness of the adopted book is the responsibility of that child. Children lovingly take on repair of the book if it looks a little woebegone. They also put up posters to tempt others to read it. Even recently an older child came in to check on his adopted book!
Listening corner:  Group listening to poems, stories and plays is done often but there is a charm about sitting in a corner of the library and be lost in your own listening space. So provide a player and some interesting audio material. We have unusual music, readings from authors, famous speeches and much more. Slowly this corner is gathering momentum.
Non-fiction to the fore:  Over the years, I had observed that at the middle school level, there is a sharp drop in non-fiction reading. I do not mean information books per se, but a wider array of true-life stories. So I set about deliberately looking for good material for this age group. The next thing was to ensure it did not get lost in the subject shelves so we created  separate racks and called them Junior, Middle Level and Senior Non-fiction. This immediately brought about a spurt in the reading. We also sneaked in a clause that every borrowing should include one non-fiction book!! 
The In-Betweeners:  Many of you may have noticed that at the pre-teen level, children feel insulted if you show them books at the junior level but they are also not yet ready to read senior fiction. So, in consultation with them, we recently created a special section called the In-Between Shelf which has worked out very well.

Beginning a rare collection: Some time ago, I got a recording made by George Bernard Shaw on BBC radio on his 90th birthday. That started me off on a quest for more such rare material, books, recordings, facsimiles of original editions. This is an exciting idea for the librarian, teaching staff and students to keep an eye out and add to the Rare Collection!

Talking points: Many times artefacts are brought in from a trip by the librarian, a teacher or a student and displayed for a while. Each of them has a tale to tell. We have a “Pace” flag from Italy from the time of the Iraq war and George Bush, a piece of brick from Lothal, a fossil found while exploring. Each of these engenders a little ‘talking’ to anyone interested, about the where, the how and the why.

Half-way home: After new books are displayed for a week, they are sent to their respective locations. We found that many times, they slip out of the consciousness even though they were so alluring while on display. So we have a half-way home shelf where new books stay together for the whole term before being sent to their respective subject racks. This is done so that any student or teacher who remembered seeing a book she liked can still find it quickly and borrow it. This idea too has worked well.
In-House publications: Children do a lot of projects in the library and in their classes. Some of them are in the form of books. We have made a special shelf for such material and given it a grandiose name! This is a very popular shelf even for old students who come hunting for their past efforts!

Mini-seminar presentations:  One of the rites of passage in the library is for each senior student to give a short talk on any subject of his choice before leaving the school. These need to be researched well and shown to a teacher before the actual presentation. The students display the resources they used and themselves suggest further readings to the listeners. Younger students and teachers attend this in the library and it has been a great success and gone on to their CVs when they apply for further studies!
There are more ideas which I can share informally with anyone interested. Each of these ideas was thought of, tried, and tested in collusion with young people.

I would like to end with a few observations. Last year, in connection with an assignment, I travelled through 5 cities and 15 schools. Naturally my interaction was with the library and the librarians. Almost all the libraries had open access and a very friendly feel. But one noticeable factor was that in each school, whether it was an open library or not, there was still a gap between active and passive participation from the students. For example, in one school I saw wonderful posters and displays but done by the parent’s library committee, another had very erudite projects but it was clearly completely teacher-directed, yet another library sent all their damaged  books to a book binding unit which made all the books look dull and unattractive. Another beautifully set up library left me a little cold. It lacked the sounds and smells of young children’s imprints. I could cite more instances, but I personally feel that a school or children’s library must reflect the active presence of children...their drawings, their loving efforts at book care, their projects, their ideas and their voices. It must truly be a student centred library.
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