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Staff members at the Ul Library's
Mortenson Center for Intetnational Library
Programs are helping bolster educational,
social, economic and democratic develop-
ment in African countries through a Carn-
egie Corp, of New York initiative aimed at
rejuvenating African universities’ libriries.

Barbara Ford and Susan Schnuer, direc-
tor and assistant director, respectively, of
the Mortenson Center, recently traveled to
(Fhana, Migeria, Tanzania and Uganda to as-
sess the needs of seven university libraries
that the corporation and its partners hope to
regenerate through a 10-year initiative
called the Partnership to Strengthen African
Universities. g .

A case study commissioned by Carnegie
and its partner foundations in 2000 revealed
that Africa’s university libraries and public
libraries were drastically underfunded and
underutilized, partly as a result of a lack of
government support since the mid-1970s
and the failure of external organizations
to create facilities, invest in materials and
provide services relevant to the lives of the
majority of African cirizens.

University libraries in particular suf-
fered erosion of resources and staff attrition
because they were generally overlooked by
the organizations that provided at least spo-
radic external funding to public librarics.

Through its initiatives in Africa, the
Camnegie Corp. also hopes to democratize
scholarship for women, who make up
an average of 30 percent of the student
populations and less than one quarter of the
instructors at universities in some African
countries,

Carnegic Corp. hopes that supporting
strategic development at universities and
libraries will spark similar improvements at
universities thronghout Africa.

During March, Ford and Schnuer visited
with library staff, technical staff, univer-
sity administrators and Camegie program
administrators at the University of Ghana
Legon and the University of Education
al Winneba, Ghana; Ahmado Bello Uni-
versity, University of Jos and Obafemi
Owolowo University in Nigeria; Dar es Sa-
laam University in Tanzania; and Makerere

Ul librarians working to rejuvenate African libraries

University, Uganda.

At each location, Ford, Schnuer and
Joyce Latham led discussions among staff
about their training and technology needs.
Latham, an instructor in the Graduate
Schoel of Library and Information Science,
accompanied Ford and Schnuer for the first
half of the trip. Ford said Latham's exper-
tise in technology was vitally important
because most of the libraries are just begin-
ning to use computer technology to provide
services such as online catalogs and access
to article databases, services that are com-
monplace 1o library patrons and students in-
the Western world.

African university librarians also strug-
gle with outdated computer ecquipment, a
lack of basic computer skills among some
staff members and problems such as unreli-
able public utilities.

An unprecedented demand for higher
education also is placing tremendous pres-
sure on staff members to meet the demand
without additional resources. Swdent
enrollments at some umiversities are triple
or guadruple what the unmiversities were
designed to accommodate. In some of the
lecture halls, students sit two to a chair, and
up to nine students may share four-person
rooms in the hostels. Al one university, the
librarians shut the doors at certain times of
the day to prevent additional people from
entering because the library is packed with
people, Ford said.

In addition to needing support to help
bridge the digital divide, libramans also
may face instimutional challenges, such as
officials who believe the libraries are vnim-
portant to the university’s mission or who
think that technology will be a panacea.

“They needed some help learning how to
advocate for their needs on campus because
it was pretty clear to us that some of the
university administrators thought that once
the technology was in the libranes, they
wouldn't need to buy new books or hire
new staff,” Schnuer said. “We needed to re-
ally work with the librarians to say that their
role is going to change, but they're still go-
ing to be needed and they're still going to
need the materials in the library.”

Ford and Schnuer also observed that
library staff members are hampered by

Inside lllinois
For Faculty and Staff, University of lllinois at Urbana-Champaign

April 22, 2004






