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Management of Scientific and Technical Information Centres.
Aspects of Planning a Course Sponsored by the International
Development Research Centre (IDRC) and the Institute of
Scientific and Technical Information of China (ISTIC)”

I Introduction

The People’s Republic of China recognized, in the late 1970’s, that modernization of its
library and information service would be a vital factor for national economic development. ISTIC,
with responsibility for the delivery of scientific and technical information for all of China, also
recognized that it had a basic need to upgrade its information course in the management of
scientific information centres and to training for senior Chinese administrators. To this end, an
agreement was concluded between IDRC and ISTIC early in 1980, and the development of the
program itself began.

The overall objective for the course was defined by ISTIC: strengthening of China’s capacity
to provide improved information services by instructing senior personnel in practical management
methods. Specifically, IDRC was asked to:

— provide participants with enough fundamental knowledge of modern information procedures
to improve their work and to pass the experience on to others;

— increase the ability of participants to grasp the principles of scientific management;

— improve decision making;

— provide the basis for further training.

With the objectives established, it was left to ISTIC to determine the location or venue for the
course and to choose the participants. IDRC assumed responsibility for selecting the lecturers,
planning the curriculum and course content, developing support material, and identifying
equipment that would be required for successful delivery of the program and which might not be
available in China.

II Planning the course: IDRC/Canada

1. Selection of lecturers

It was felt that, ideally, the lecturers should speak Chinese, and efforts were made to meet
this goal. However, with a roster of five identified as necessary for the delivery of the course as
desired, only two people qualified to deliver lectures on information science in Chinese and who
could be available for a trip to China sometime in 1982 were found. Dr. Hwa Wei Lee, Director of
Ohio University Libraries, and Dr. T. C. Ting, Head of the Department of Computer Science at
Worcester Polytechnic Institute, were both experienced lecturers in Chinese. They, with Kieran
Broadbent, course director for IDRC who was also fluent in Chinese and team leader for the
IDRC/ISTIC course, provided the Chinese component of the lecturing group. Supplementing them
were Brian Wills, and Margaret Beckman, the Chief Librarian, University of Guelph, and it was
hoped that the extensive experience of the latter in both lecturing and the management of scientific

(@ Co-authors: M. Beckman and Huang Jianyuan. Presented at the International Federation for Documentation ( FID) Pre-
Congress Workshop on Curriculum Development in a Changing World, The Hague, September 3 -4, 1984.
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information centres in libraries would compensate for their lack of fluency in Chinese.

One common characteristic was essential for this instructional group. With so many unknown
factors, such as venue, level of understanding of the participants and availability of support
equipment, flexibility in both approach and temperament was of supreme importance.

2. Curriculum planning

ISTIC had made an initial request for topics to be included in the course, and the curriculum
followed this basic outline .

— Function, planning and management of information centres;

— Budgetary and fiscal control;

— Facility planning and administration ;

— Improved bibliographic services

— Systems analysis and design;

— Information technology ;

— Planning for new technology ;

- Sources of information ;

— Personnel development and performance evaluation.

With these broad topics, the 12 day course ( China works a six day week) was divided into
time periods, and lecture headings identified. The lecturers met together in June 1981 and in
February 1982, discussing various approaches, identifying individual strengths, refining the
lectures’ content and scheduling.

In addition to meeting the broad topic goals of the curriculum, an attempt was made to
intersperse concrete or practical examples of different aspects of information technology with the
more theoretical discussions. Audio-visual presentations—slide, tape, film—were considered
important as was variety, and both of lecturers and method of lecturing.

Two other considerations shaped the final curriculum. The first was a request for a case
study, based on a visit to a Chinese scientific information centre. The other was the need to allow
time for formal opening and closing ceremonies and for course evaluation by the participants.

3. Lecture preparation

Each lecturer was asked to prepare his/her presentations, using the tentative curriculum and
time schedule as a guide. These assignments were to be completed and, for the English lecturers
at least, needed to be translated, three months in advance. This was a fairly heavy schedule,
particularly for two lecturers, with more than ten lectures to be prepared. Illustrative material for
individual presentations was also the responsibility of each lecturer. As a precautionary measure, a
few auxiliary papers were also prepared as a contingency, in case the timing in the schedule had
been under-estimated. Synopses or outlines of all lectures were routed by IDRC to ISTIC several
months in advance of the course, to ensure ISTIC approval of the course directions.

A final overview, meeting on the course outline and content was held in Hong Kong, where
the IDRC group assembled prior to flying on to Kunming ( the site selected by ISTIC). Lectures
were re-grouped into broad topics, with attention given to the work loads of individual lecturers. It
was also agreed that we would meet daily as a group to adjust either schedules or lectures
dependent on the experiences gained in the actual presentation.

4. Ancillary material and equipment

While the lecturers were busy writing their presentations and assembling slide sets, films or
overheads, IDRC staff prepared as much background material as could be identified. A very
valuable tool was a list of the acronyms which North American and European librarians or
information scientists delight in using. MARC, ASCIB, L. C., AACR, and MINISIS were among
the 300 terms translated into Chinese and provided to the participants. In addition, relevant
reprints, bibliographies and notebooks were gathered, as were general audio-visual materials.
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CISTI ( Canada Institute for Scientific and Technical Information) was particularly helpful in
providing resources which would be appreciated by its sister organization, ISTIC.

To guarantee delivery of the course, it was felt necessary to supply a variety of audio-visual
and reprographic equipment. These were selected and sent to ISTIC in advance and donated to
them at the end of the course. IDRC added two support members to the “China team” , a secretary
and a back-up lecturer with expertise in course preparations. Also, the IDRC secretary from the
Singapore regional office, fluent in Chinese, joined the team in Hong Kong to provide essential
liaison and logistical services.

III Kunming, December, 1982

1. Course location

ISTIC and IDRC had decided to hold the course away from the more populous areas of China
and those most frequently visited by foreign visitors. Kunming, the capital of Yunnan Province,
the most southerly and undeveloped part of China, was selected primarily for four reasons:

a) Since the course was to be held in December, a southerly location with a pleasant climate
was thought desirable, particularly for North Americans not used to the lack of centralized heating.

b) A course held in Kunming would attract local attention and boost local morale and
prestige, a result that would not be obtained in the larger centres such as Beijing or Shanghai.

¢) Kunming had a reputation as a resort area, and a trip to this land of eternal spring was
viewed as a reward for the participants and an unusual experience for the lecturers. Natural
phenomena such as “the Stone Forest”, a geological wonder, early Chinese temples, and large
settlements of ethnic minorities provide elements of interest not experienced by most Chinese.

d) Beijing and Shanghai are the normal sites for scholarly conferences, particularly those
involving foreigners. Exposure to the course and lecturers was considered a real opportunity for the
information workers, librarians and documentatlists of Kunming: an opportunity that would not
normally be available.

2. The participants

The IDRC China team learned about the course participants for the first time at the formal
course ceremonies in Kunming on December 6. This was unfortunate since advance identification
of the participants’ backgrounds and course needs would have been useful in planning the
curriculum. Since this information was not available, a general survey of the 65 participants was
conducted to ascertain personal information, professional experience and individual needs. This
established that most were senior managers of middle or mature years, frequently deputy directors
of their respective institutions (e. g. provincial information centres). Most, also, were university
graduates, and many had a fair to good understanding of English.

The participants indicated that the topics of greatest interest to them were

— how to set priorities;

—how to plan and evaluate information services.

Although these interests did not exactly match the objectives for the course assigned to the
IDRC team by ISTIC, the evaluation at the end of the course revealed that our original direction
had been valid.

In addition to the official participants, each session was also attended by ISTIC staff members
from Beijing or Kunming.

3. The Green Lake Hotel

The course was given in the Green Lake Hotel meeting room, a large pleasant space with
lecturer’s tables, screens, overhead projectors, and chairs for some 70 people. A logistical team of
interpreters, secretaries and technicians had been supplied by ISTIC, and they, in addition to the
IDRC group, were all housed in the same Green Lake Hotel, simplifying course logistics
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immensely. Typing and copying course changes, setting up audio-visual support, arranging for bus
tours, telex messages and a myriad of other details were expatiated competently by the ISTIC/
IDRC support staffs, leaving the lecturers and participants free to concentrate on the teaching/
learning experience.

4. Kunming course, Day 1, December 6, 1982

Most of the first morning was spent in an exchange of formal greetings from ISTIC personnel,
from Beijing, and from the representative of the provincial governor. As well, an opportunity was
afforded to the participants themselves to get acquainted and learn of each others’ background and
experience. (The eight women in the course soon became a close, identifiable group. ) Dr. Lee
gave a course overview and distributed the initial survey questionnaire, and the film, “Goodbye
Gutenberg” was shown to give the participants an introduction to North American libraries and
technology.

The first formal lecture of the course was given that afternoon, by one of the English speaking
members of the IDRC team, and so the first exposure to sequential translation occurred. It took
much more time than anticipated as each Chinese sentence seemed twice as long as the English
one which proceeded it.

An opportunity was also provided that afternoon for the participants to tell a bit about
themselves and gets to know each other. ISTIC also announced the various entertainments and
tours which would be worked into our schedule: three trips into the country-side to visit the
Chinese temples, a commune and the Stone Forest as well as two evenings of acrobatics and
operetta. The ISTIC course organizers also requested that at least two evenings be reserved for
small group discussions, allowing the participants to choose topics which were of particular interest
to them.

By the end of that first day’s sessions, it was obvious that a restructuring would have to take
place and a new schedule would have to be prepared.

5. Course Restructuring ,

The IDRC team met as planned to assess the first day’s experiences and to re-arrange the
lectures to accommodate the group sessions, the entertainment, and the complications of the
translated sessions. This was not as difficult as it might seem as it already was clear that some
topics could be compressed or merged with others. A new schedule was developed which met
everyone’s needs.

Translations posed a more serious problem, and it was not until after another day’s experience
that a solution was found. During the second day with several lectures being given by Dr. Lee and
Dr. Ting, it was apparent that a more informal style, speaking to prepared outlines projected on the
screen from overhead transparencies, allowed the participants to become more involved with the
lecture. They felt more at ease, interrupting the lecturer with questions and asking to have
different points explained in more detail. The formal prepared English texts, read and then
translated sentence by sentence, did not permit this informality or encourage this valuable
exchange of ideas.

It was therefore agreed at the IDRC group meeting, after the second day’s lectures that Mrs.
Beckman and Mr. Wills would attempt to rework their lectures to encourage a more informal
approach. Accordingly, outlines of each lecture were developed on transparencies, using multi-
coloured markers to highlight different headings. During the lecture itself, the transparency in
English was projected onto the screen. Although Mrs. Beckman, for example, followed the
English text of her prepared lecture in order not to confuse Mr. Zhao, her ISTIC translator who had
his Chinese version before himself, both Mrs. Beckman and Mr. Zhao could speak to the
transparency on the screen. With this visual representation before them, the participants seemed
more at ease with the ideas being discussed and soon learned to break in and question Mr. Zhao,
who frequently wrote an interpretation of the outline on the blackboard. In addition, Dr. Lee or
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Dr. Ting, who fortunately made themselves available during all the lectures, also offered assistance
as concepts of North American management or information technology proved too difficult for
Mr. Zhao to explain. The English fluency of several of the participants was also used to advantage.

With a few days’ experience, this method of instruction became a smooth operation, taking
little more time than a lecture entirely in Chinese. Mrs. Beckman learned to sense when an idea
had not been understood; Mr. Zhao learned when to question her himself, particularly about topics
which he realized would be of special interest or concern to the participants and hence require
more detailed explanation. The discussions after each lecture became enthusiastic exchanges, with
Dr. Lee, Dr. Ting, Mrs. Beckman, Mr. Zhao and the participants all arguing in a mixture of
Chinese and English which did not impede either their understanding or value. Lecturing in this
manner, in spite of the handicap of the translation, became quite pleasurable, and, although not
as worthwhile as they might have been if totally in Chinese, the English lectures in this modified
style nonetheless were viewed as highly successful.

IV Evaluation

So the course continued for the rest of the two weeks, with both lecturers and participants
gaining confidence and understanding. The informal outings and banquets also provided
opportunities to share ideas and to learn from exposure to different philosophies and experiences.

Two activities concluded the course and gave further insight into the needs of information
centres and information science education in China.

1. The Case Study: Institute of Scientific and Technical Information, Yunnan Province
(ISTIY) '

The Commission of Science and Technology for Yunnan Province, of which ISTIY is a
division, had recently moved to a new building especially designed for it. A tour of the facilities
therefore was viewed as a unique opportunity to learn of the resources and services of a modern
scientific information centre. The visit did prove very useful , although not necessarily as intended.

The tour was organized with the total group divided into five teams, each assigned
responsibilities for specific investigation: collections, services, technology, physical facilities,
and staffs. After a presentation about the institute, the groups circulated around the building,
speaking with staff and viewing the facilities and services.

After time for each group to coordinate responses to their particular assignment in the
afternoon, the participants presented their views of what they had seen in a panel discussion. It
was soon apparent that ISTITY had been viewed from two totally different perspectives.

The building itself, for example, was considered by the participants to be spacious, with a
flexible interior layout, effective use of daylight, a generally pleasing ambience, and good
potential for the use of modern materials and methods. Some faults were identified: high noise
level emanating from a nearby market, poor location of the central reference card bibliographic
area, lack of directional signs, and scattering of related subject materials. But overall, ISTIY was
categorized as a success.

This view was not shared by the North Americans. Aside from the location, close to
universities and scientific or technical industries, the Institute had features which contravened all
standard library design concepts. The structural column spacing, for example, at four metres was
too small to allow an efficient placement of stack ranges so that aisles were unnecessarily wide and
stack ranges were too short. Ceiling lighting had been located with no relation to the stack ranges
so that some aisles would be in total darkness after the natural lighting had disappeared. The
dispersal of like functions, fixed (and hence inflexible and inefficient) walls, badly placed core
areas which interrupted information functions, inadequate signage, and poor sound control were all
identified as serious problems. Lack of identity as an information centre, with its purpose clearly
recognized and accessible to the entering user, was also deemed a serious fault of the new

building.



