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Universal access to information is an essential element of a knowledge society.  Throughout history, libraries and archives have been the guardians of the documentary heritage of humankind.


Information literacy and lifelong learning have been described as the beacons of the Information Society, illuminating the course to development, prosperity and freedom.  Information literacy empowers people in all walks of life to seek, evaluate, use and create information effectively to achieve their personal, social, occupational and educational goals.  It is a basic human right in a digital world and promotes social inclusion in all nations.


Information literacy enables people to interpret and make informed judgments as users of information sources, as well as to become producers of information in their own right.  Information literate people are able to access information about their health, their environment, their education and work, empowering them to make critical decisions about their lives, e.g. in taking more responsibility for their own health and education.

* Chief Librarian, Supreme Court of India
** Jr. Judicial Assistant, Supreme Court of India
Information literacy :  conceptual framework

According to Charted Institute of Library & Information Professionals (CLLIP), a UK based professional body for librarians, information specialists and knowledge managers, information literacy is “knowing when and why you need information, where to find it, and how to evaluate, use and communicate it in an ethical manner.”


UNESCO’s Information Literacy mission aims  to provide people with the skills and abilities for critical reception, assessment and use of information in their professional and personal lives.


Empowerment of people through information literacy is an important prerequisite for harnessing ICTs for education and fostering equitable access to information and knowledge.  Information literacy enhances the pursuit of knowledge by equipping individuals with the skills and abilities for critical reception, assessment and use of information in their professional and personal lives


A thematic debate on Information Literacy took place on 5th April, 2005, during the 8th meeting of the Bureau of the Intergovernmental Council for the information for all programme (IFAP), at UNESCO Headquarters in Paris. The conclusions emerged from the discussions are :

· Information literacy is a concern to all sectors of society and should be tailored by each to meet its specific context;

· Information literacy enables people to access information about their health, their environment, their education and work;

· People require computer literacy in to order to access digital information, which is increasingly a necessary pre-condition for information literacy in information societies;

Information Literacy and Public Libraries

Public libraries can play a significant role as an agency for accomplishing Information Literacy mission of UNESCO.

Public libraries are social institution offering information dissemination services based upon knowledge for various public groups, on social, political, economic, cultural and other matters.  They play very significant role in the welfare of the society.  The public library is a people’s university for those, who are concerned with educational aspect,  the cultural centre for a common citizen who gives emphasis to its recreational role and the information centre to provide relevant and authentic information on various aspects to masses.


Public library has been defined differently by different experts depending upon the reference through its varied objectives.  Dr. Ranganathan referred to public library as an agency for universal perpetual self education.  It helps the masses in life long learning through self-education beyond the years of formal education.  


Public library plays very significant in development of mental faculty of the masses.  Nothing could be more relevant then what has been said in the “Preamble” of Public Library Law of California (1951) on role importance of public library in the society.  Its “Preamble” mentions that 

      
“The legislature hereby declares that it is in the interest of the people and of the State that there be a general diffusion of knowledge and intelligence through the establishment and operation of public libraries.  Such diffusion is a matter of general concern in as much as it is the duty of the state to provide encouragement to the voluntary life long learning of the people of the state…The legislature for that states that Public Library is a supplement to the formal system of free public education, and a resource of information and inspiration to all persons of all ages, and a resource of continuing education and re-education beyond the years of formal education and as such deserves adequate financial support from government at all levels”.
UNESCO’S Public Library Manifesto


The definition of public library according to UNESCO manifesto is :

· It is a public library which being the local gateway to knowledge, provides a basic condition for lifelong learning, independent decision making and cultural development of the individual and social groups;

· A living force for education, culture and information, an essential agent for the fostering of peace and spiritual welfare through the minds of men and women.

· The local centre of information, making all kinds of knowledge and information readily and freely available to its users;

· Accessible for all, regardless of age, race, sex, relation, nationality, language or social status;

· And lastly, the libraries which have collections and services, all types of appropriate media and modern technologies, as well as traditional materials with high quality and have relevance to local needs and conditions.  Material must reflect current trends and the evolution of society, as well as the memory of human endeavour and imagination.


This definition is exhaustive, covering all the facets of public library 
services.
“Information Literacy”, “Right to Know”, “Adult Education” and “Public Libraries”


“Right to Know” and “Right to Education” is treated as an important civil right in any democratic system.  “Right to Know” is also been treated as an important human right in UNESCO’s “Human Rights Charter’. Information Literacy mission of the UNESCO may be treated as an effort to further the cause of this one of the most important human right, i.e. “Right to Know” and “Right to Information”.  “Right to Know” and “Right to Information” are implicit fundamental rights under article 19 of the Constitution of India also as reiterated by the Apex court of India in many of its judgments.  Increasing emphasis on “Right to Know” and “Right to Information” day by day is necessitating the need of public libraries in the society.  Realising the importance of public libraries for the masses, provision has been made for establishing the  libraries at the district, block, village and panchayat level by way of 73rd and 74th  amendments in the Constitution of India.

The Father of the nation Mahatama Gandhi emphasized immediately after the independence that “mass illiteracy is India’s sin and must be liquidated”. Government of India has been spending millions of rupees on adult education programs for eradication of illiteracy in the country but situation is still far from satisfactory. Most of the adult education programs launched by various governmental agencies at national, regional and state levels have miserably failed because no attempt has been made for continuing education of neo-literates with the help of the system of public libraries.  Neo-literates have to be provided with the literature specially designed for them in the form of posters, news-letters and news papers so that they may not revert back to the stage of illiterate. Thus It is also one of the important function of the Public Library to procure and produce the specially designed literature for the neo-literates so as to make them a true literate person in due course of time.
Key Missions of Public Library
The UNESCO, in its public library manifesto, for the first time spelled out the key missions which relate to information, literacy, education and culture and should be at the core of public library services:

· Creating and strengthening reading skills and habits in children from an early age;

· Supporting both individual and self-conducted education as well as formal education

· Providing opportunities for personal creative development;

· Stimulating the imagination and creativity of children and young people;

· Promoting awareness of cultural heritage, appreciation of the arts, scientific achievements and innovations;

· Providing access to cultural expressional of all performing arts;

· Fostering inter-cultural dialogue and favouring cultural diversity;

·  Supporting the oral tradition;

·  Ensuring access for citizens to all sorts of community information;

·  Providing adequate information services to local enterprises, associations and interest groups;

· Facilitating the development of information and computer literary skills;

·  Supporting the development of information and computer literary skills;

·  supporting the participating in literacy activities and programmes for all age groups and initiating such activities, if necessary

With these key missions, the public libraries will enable the development of well informed citizens capable of exercising their democratic rights and play responsive role in the changing society.  


In order to fulfill the key missions relating to information, literacy, education and culture as spelled out in UNESCO Public Library Manifesto, Library and information managers working in public library has to organize many programmes, services and activities.  These activities were earlier termed as extension services but infact they are the core of public library services. 

· Creating and strengthening reading skills and habits in children from an early age
· Providing illustrated books / comics to the children 

·  Organizing effective library orientation programs using   multimedia 

·  Organizing book exhibition of children 

·  Acquiring multimedia educational / entertaining material on CD-Rom 

· Supporting both individual and self-conducted education as well as formal education
· Effective reference service 

·  Training  program for  using  library catalogue / OPAC / databases and other IT products in the library etc

·  Effective library orientation to familarize them with collection and  services of the library

·  Bibliography compilation service 

· To develop a propotionate collection of educational / inspirational and entertaining books.

· Providing opportunities for personal creative development
· Organizing –

    

 
Essay Competition

     


Painting Competition

    

 
Dance Competition

    

 
Poster Competition

    

 
Art & Craft Competition 

· Stimulating the imagination and creativity of children and young people;
· Organizing

     

Quiz Competitions

     

Debate Competitions

·  Science Exhibitions
· Promoting awareness of cultural heritage, appreciation of the arts, scientific achievements and innovations;
· Folk dances / songs show 

·  Film shows 

·  Arts & crafts Exhibition

·  organizing exhibition of books depiciting cultural heritage / monuments, sculputres etc. of the especially of the region in which the library is situtated
· Supporting the oral tradition

· Story telling sessions for children

·  Religious discourses 

·  Lectures on recent topic of general interest by imminent persons.

·  Organizing shows of audio visual education kits
· Ensuring access for citizens to all sorts of community information;
· Providing effective reference service for answering any community information.

·  Developing tools / statistics / data bank relating to the information which may be frequently required by the community in that region such as : 

        - list of telephone nos. of important hospitals, police stations, DM, superintendent of police, ambulance, emergency services, fire station, railway enquiry, bus service and airport enquiry.

·  Name & addresses of all the important persons of administrative authority in the district

·  Name & addresses of the hotels, guest house, tourist home, dharamshala etc and tourist office.

·  Address & telephone nos. of the school & colleges in the area
· Providing adequate information services to local enterprises, associations and interest groups;
· Organizing relevant information which may of relevance to the local entrepreneurs, association and interest group in the area.

·  Provide local tourist information 

·  Provide information relating to local arts and crafts and local traditions 
· Facilitating the development of information and computer literary skills;
· Organizing computer literacy programs for the general public to make them computer literate 

·  To provide training to the general public for effectively using OPAC / databases / internet terminals in the library.
· supporting and participating in literacy activities and programmes for all age groups and initiating such activities, if necessary

· Organizing adult education programs 

·  Producing the literature suitable to neo-literates such as posters, illustrative newspapers / news letters etc.

·  Mobile library services to provide the suitable literature for the neo literate as well as for rural community residing at grass root level.


UNESCO’s main strategy in the area of information literacy consist of awareness – raising about importance of information literacy at all levels of the education and public libraries through its various services can play a significant role in changing the society into a true information society.


In the digital era, information literacy requires the citizens to have the skills to use information and communication technologies and their applications to access and create information.  Library and Information managers working in public libraries may launch “effective orientation programs” for enhancing the computing skills among the masses and also “advance courses” for promoting the ability to navigate in cyber space and negotiate hypertext multimedia documents requiring both the technical skills to use the” internet” as well as the literacy skills to interpret the information.
