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Libraries and books are still a new concept in the Solomons, for it was only in 
1974 that any kind of National Library Service was started. 

The Solomons is a small nation with a population of approximately 233,000, 
just under 50 per cent of whom are under fifteen years of age, scattered over 
an island archipelago in the South Pacific. Except for Honiara, the post-war 
capital, and the numberous small Provincial headquarters, it is still largely a 
rural-based and semi-subsistence society. 

One of the biggest problems in setting up a library or indeed any other service, 
is communication, for one is totally reliant on the expensive internal airline to 
the main centres, on irregular shipping and on canoes. Sending a book box to 
an outlying school is not always as simple as it sounds, and it is difficult to 
know if and when an unaccompanied box will reach its destination. 

Primary education which takes students from about 7 to 11 or 12 years of age 
is available for most children. Unfortunately there are very few books of any, 
description in these schools. The only primary school children with access to 
any quantity of reading material are the few who are near to a Provincial Public 
Library. (At present there are three of these libraries in Operation, and needless 
to say they are packed with young readers all day long.) 

A select number of students are able to go on either to one of the five National 
Secondary Schools where they may study to School Certificate and form 6 
level, or to their Provincial Secondary School where they would learn more 
technical subjects. The basic differences between these two types of schools 
are important in understanding their library development. The National 
Secondary Schools have all, except one, been established by various church 
mission. Since Independence in 1978 they have all been government 
controlled, but they had overseas contacts in the past, and with the help of the 
British Books Presentation-Programme, (a U.K. Government Aid Scheme) 
these schools have built up reasonable school libraries. 

The Provincial Secondary Schools are a much more recent development, and 
the original eight (one per Province) were only begun in 1976. Their 
annual budgets are very small, and many of them are housed in leaf huts 
which are adequate for most purposes, but not for books storage. 

It was in 1978 that a BPP project was approved to set up libraries in these new 
schools. The books under that scheme, had to be ordered from the United 
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Kingdom, and it was not easy at that stage to be sure what the reading or 
interest levels of the children would be. Much of the ordering had to be guess 
work, for there was no access to any suitable bookshops, or even a compre
hensive stock in the National Library. However, the staff of the Teacher's 
College using their own subject knowledge, and at that stage a limited under
standing of the schools future requirements, ordered a range of titles, with 
each schools being assigned an identical stock. 

Some important topics covered by the book order were tropical agriculture, 
woodwork, appropriate technology and nutrition, with a range of simple story 
books for general reading. It would only be in the light of experience that the 
staff would know if they had indeed made a suitable choice from what was 
available at the time. 

The books began to arrive in the Solomons in the middle of 1979 and were 
unpacked in the Ministry of Education headquarters in Honiara. At that stage 
most of the schools had neither a suitable library room nor a teacher trained to 
look after it. 

In April of that year a children's and school library adviser's post had been 
established in the National Library Service to concentrate on the schools. She 
was employed by the Ministry of Youth and Cultural Affairs, but worked 
closely with the Ministry of Education. The initial task was to train a teacher 
from each of the schools to operate their own library, and the first in-service 
training course was held towards the end of 1979. 

The course covered the basic details of the purpose of a school library, how it 
could be used, and how to organize it. As there were no centralized staff 
available, it was decided that each school should be responsible for access
ioning, classifying, processing and possibly at some future date, cataloguing 
their own books. A simplified Dewey Scheme was prepared with a bias 
towards Pacific geography and history and towards the technical subjects 
taught in these new schools. 

The scheme and its index entries were revised throughout the workshop as 
teachers began to practice on a selection of titles from their school's alloca
tion, and various ambiguities and omissions were highlighted. The main aim 
was to keep everything as simple, relevant and easy to operate as possible, 
both for the staff and their students. 

All the teachers and the few college students involved in the course were full 
of enthusiasm and went back to their schools eager to start work. Those that 
already had a suitable building were able to take books with them, to form the 
nucleus of their library. 
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However at that stage, there were only three schools in that position, and the 
remaining five had to prepare a secure, dry lockable room with shelves. This 
was checked by a Ministry of Education official before any books were sent 
out to them. Some schools adapted an existing classroom, while others built 
new library rooms either themselves, as a work experience project, or with 
Provincial help. In all cases, schools were encouraged to involve the students 
and other staff members as much as possible in their libraries, if not in 
building, in making furniture, shelves and reading mats, all from local 
materials. 

Once the school's library building had been approved, their books were sent 
out in lots of a hundred copies, each time with a selection of fiction, non-fiction 
and reference materials. It was felt that this was a manageable quantity and 
that to have new books arriving at intervals would help the students to 
appreciate each selection, instead of being overwhelmed by the influx of a 
completely stocked library. 

Most of the libraries are now fully operational. A further course was held 
during the Christmas vacation to discuss problems which had arisen, and to 
cover some aspects in more detail. More recently the head teachers were 
given a short talk on their role and responsibility in the management of their 
school library. With new schools opening up, and teachers transferring, there 
is now a need for yet another course to train yet more school librarians. But 
that is just a sign that it is an on-going process, and that libraries are becoming 
a vital and important part of their schools. 

Training and follow-up visits are a part of the process, and as a result of the 
courses a school library handbook has been prepared which can be used by 
anyone faced with running a library without previous experience. It is hoped 
that this booklet, to be produced by the School's Curriculum Unit, will be of 
value to all the schools and not just the new Provincial Secondary Schools for 
whom it was initially intended. 

Parallel to these individual school libraries, the National Library has been 
operating a book-box loan service to schools and other institutions. At 
present, due to a shortage of books, this has been a very small-scale opera
tion and has not been publicised, but a new BPP project has supplied the 
funds to set up a proper Schools Library Service. It will allow books loans to 
be provided from the centralized collection to those schools and training 
centres with no books and to supplement the existing stock of the other 
school libraries. 

It is hoped that this service will, staff permitting, eventually be extended to the 
primary schools, and also act as an advisory centre for teaching staff wanting 
to purchase their own books. Certainly over the past few years if has become 
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clear that book boxes are the most efficient way of distributing books to the 
most remote parts of the Solomons, and maybe this will be the pattern for the 
future. 

All we have done so far is to make a start, but it is exciting work. In the 
Western world it is hard to conceive of a school without books, but until 
recently this has been, and in many cases still is, the case throughout the 
Solomon Islands. We can only hope that it will not be long before schools are 
given their own book budgets to enable them to keep their book collections 
growing. 
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