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Abstract

Australian Youth Ambassadors for Development (AYAD) is an Australian Government Program funded by AusAID. Every year the program sends 400 young Australians into developing nations in the Asia Pacific Region. 

Epi High School is a secondary school on the island of Epi in the Shefa province of Vanuatu. The college enrols students from 11 to 16 years of age. In 2004 the school was severely damaged by Cyclone Ivy. 

With assistance from the Australian Government some new buildings were built, including a library building. The author worked for five months assisting the school librarian to establish the library; improving the libraries collection, developing budget guidelines and training the students and staff in using and maintaining a library effectively. During the course of this time, a myriad of challenges were faced and overcome.

In 2004 I attended my first New Librarians’ Symposium (NLS) in Adelaide. There were two papers that I particularly remember being delivered. The first of these was Diving into paradise…volunteering as a librarian in Vanuatu (Moloney, 2004) and the second, I am going to make an impact! (Lodge, 2004). Hearing Damian Lodge and Kylie Moloney speak inspired me to use the skills and experiences I had gained from working as an information professional to create positive change.  This paper documents the start of the process.
The very same year that NLS2 occurred, Vanuatu was hit by Cyclone Ivy (Lang & Pierce, 2004). Many schools and villages were severely damaged by the cyclone.  As part of the Vanuatu Secondary School Extension Project the Australian Agency for International Development (AusAID) provided financial support for repairing and upgrading educational infrastructure (AusAID, 2007).

By early 2007 I had spent the last two and a half years working for a library software company and it was time to do something else. I had always wanted to make a difference, to give something back to the world. In 2006 I visited the only public library in Suva, Fiji and realised how much my skills could assist a library in a developing country. When I saw the volunteer placement for a high school librarian in Vanuatu with the Australian Youth Ambassadors for Development Program (AYAD), I applied without a second thought.
The AYAD program is an Australian Government AusAID supported initiative that aims to strengthen mutual understanding between Australia and the countries of the Asia-Pacific region and make a positive contribution to development. The Program achieves these aims by placing skilled 18 to 30 year old Australians on short-term assignments in developing countries in the Asia Pacific region. 

AYAD volunteers work with local counterparts in Host Organisations to achieve sustainable development outcomes through capacity building, skills transfer and institutional strengthening (Australian Youth Ambassadors for Development, 2008). 

The placement I was appointed to was at Epi High School, a government boarding school on Epi Island. Epi is a small island, approximately 444 square kilometres, about ten times smaller than Kangaroo Island, to the South of South Australia (Harewood, Chinula, & Talbot, 2006). 
Epi High School is located in a small village called Lamen Bay. Lamen bay has an airport, there is a postal service that is run through the high school office, a few small stores and a hospital about half an hours’ walk away. The high school enrols and provides boarding for students aged from 11 to 18 years.  
ASSIGNMENT

Before I applied for the assignment I had read the job description many times. I made the decision that the skills I had would be a perfect fit for the role.  I thought that the two and a half years experience working for SirsiDynix delivering library systems training, in combination with my time in a public library as a children’s and youth services librarian would have prepared me adequately for the challenges of a position such as this one. 
The position that I was under the expectation that I had been hired to do was to:

· Assist with the establishment of a new AusAID funded library
· Work with staff to determine resources and budgets

· Assist with setting up the library computer system

· Train counterpart(s) in the use of the library computer system

· Train students and staff in how to utilise and maintain a library effectively

The assignment outcomes to be achieved were to:

· Establish an efficient and functional library

· Train a counterpart who will be able to manage the library effectively

· Train college staff and students on how to use a library

· Improve the collection of resources in the library

· Develop a policy and procedures manual

· Purchase resources for the library within the current budget
The outcomes that had been set out in the assignment description looked achievable. However, it is hard to start work with a new organisation without bringing in a set of predefined expectations.

When I applied for the position of School Librarian, I took into consideration the fact that there weren’t roads around the entire island, that the planes (and hence the postal mail) only came in twice a week, that there was limited generator electricity available at the school. There is no mobile service, and the telephone line at the school office didn’t always work.

REALITY CHECK
During the first week in my new role I spent time planning out my project objectives and trying to work out how to achieve them. I spent valuable time getting to know my counterpart and other members of the staff. 
Obstacles that would prevent me from achieving my assignment objectives became apparent quickly. Firstly, the entire school was running on diesel generator electricity, from 6 until 9 pm. If the diesel fuel ran out and the cargo ship hadn’t returned to deliver more fuel, we were left in the dark, with the only light sources hurricane lanterns, candles and torches. This made it difficult to install and configure a library management system. Neither AusAID nor the Vanuatu Department of Education had provided or recommended any software to use.
Due to the lack of software and electricity, setting up a computer system became a low priority. Improving access to the current collection, expanding it and teaching the staff and students how to take care of the library became the most important task.

The telephone system was unreliable. The line quality was bad, meaning that calls were often cut off, and accessing the internet was near impossible. The lack of electricity and a reliable communication system forced me to change the way that I was used to working, and become wholly paper based once more.

Finally, due to the amount of time that it had taken for the placement to be finalised, a volunteer to be recruited and reach the worksite, my counterpart was now about 6 months pregnant. This had implications for the sustainability of the project.

Cataloguing
Much of the collection had been stored in boxes since Cyclone Ivy, four years earlier. One of the most time consuming jobs was unpacking each of these boxes and weeding out all of the mouldy, unrepairable or irrelevant books. It was a sad sight to see these discarded books being burnt or put into landfill, but there were limited other options.

An out of date card catalogue was discovered, but the decision was made to discontinue using the card catalogue and focus on giving the salvageable books a Dewey number to get them up on the shelf as fast as possible. Only the fiction collection was allowed to be borrowed from the library, and each book had a borrowing card in the back of the book. The borrowing system was very simple, allowing us to concentrate on processing the boxed up items as fast as possible. 
The school purchased a copy of the Sears List of Subject Headings and we taught the students how to locate books using this guide. On the whole, it was a reasonably effective system. The only downfall was that often the library did not actually have any books on the desired subject. 
Library Monitors
Two students from each class had been selected to be library monitors. These students spent two afternoons a week in the library and worked in a role similar to that of a library assistant. They were given training in re-shelving, labelling and repairing books, lending and returning books. The younger years, 8 through to 10 had a weekly library period where they would come into the library to borrow new books. The library monitors were invaluable in assuring that these sessions ran smoothly. Library monitors also assisted with retrieving non-fiction books from the dormitories where they were regularly hidden by male students.

Maintenance

Due to the difficulty in acquiring new books, popular books were repaired until they could be repaired no more. A maintenance shelf was set up so that any damaged items could be set aside for repair. The major problem affecting the collection was the humidity meant that many of the books were mouldy. Smaller nuisances included damage from bugs and geckos. 
Budget

I spent time working with the Principal and the School Bursar to determine what (if any) resources were available. Any library expenditure needed to be authorised by both the Principal and the Bursar. One of my main concerns was attempting to spend any of the money that we did have in our budget. How do you pay for books and magazines in a digital publishing world you’re still operating in a completely paper based environment? The possibility of obtaining a Visa Debit card was discussed with the Principal.
Acquisitions

One of the biggest challenges that I had was trying to work out where to source new books from. There are no book publishers in Vanuatu. I began by obtaining a list of educational publishers in Australia and New Zealand, and I did this without access to the Internet. I wrote letters requesting for the school to be added to the mailing lists of educational publishers. 


Networking 

I joined the Vanuatu Library Association (VLA) and when the telephone line was working, I was able to contact its’ members. My most valuable resource was the network of professionals that I was able to access via the VLA. When visiting the Public Library in Port Vila I had the benefit of meeting an AVI volunteer who gave me access to many of their uncatalogued donated items that were in storage. I selected enough books to be able to send eight boxes to Lamen Bay via cargo ship.
ACHIEVEMENTS

When I look at my assignment outcomes, I wonder how an earth I managed to achieve a single one of these goals, let alone the majority of them. During the five months that I worked at Epi High School I achieved the following assignment related goals:
· Delivered extensive training to 3 counterparts and 12 school library monitors.

· Weeded, mended and catalogued a enormous amount of books

· Developed a library policy and procedures manual

· Rearranged all the collections in the library so that they were more accessible to the staff and students
· Set up a new book display shelf. Books to be selected based around a theme and rotated on a weekly or fortnightly basis. The responsibility for this was given to a year 12 library monitor 

· New signs – “Look at a Book”, “Libraries lead to Knowledge, Learning, Information, Education”.

· Created a text book collection (books supplied by the Department of Education), a teacher’s reference collection, picture book collection, reference collection, and book processing shelves.

· New signs on the shelving, to assist the users to find items more easily
As well as the aforementioned achievements, I was fortunate enough to be able to achieve these additional assignment outcomes, outside of my work plan:
· Strengthened the relationships between the Library at Epi High School and the Libraries at Akama Primary School in Lamen Bay and Lamen Island Primary School.

· Provided assistance to the Vanuatu Library Association during Library Week in September

· Consulted at Vila North Primary School and Vila East Primary School

· Career counselling and relationship guidance for school students

· Provided information about HIV/AIDS, STIs, safe sex and condoms to a member of the village community to distribute

· Started an all girls hip-hop group with the assistance of the school music teacher

· Ran a climate change talk for the year 12 geography students

· Held an exam-cram session for the year 12 development studies students

· Assisted several Peace Corp volunteers with questions about running and setting up libraries

· Liaised with the Port Vila Public Library to create a volunteering opportunity for one of the year 12 library monitors

· Promoted an Australian work ethic within a Ni-Vanuatu Island culture

· Learnt how to dance to string band and reggae

· Became involved in comparative religion discussions where the aim was to learn about and observe different cultural practices and promote tolerance and understanding

· Tried to teach strategic planning concepts and project management to anyone who was interested

· Designed certificates of appreciation for the library monitors

· Developed and conducted a survey to find out how the Epi High School library could improve 
PERSONAL CHALLENGES

At the end of each working day, I was fortunate enough to be able to spend time alone contemplating the issues of each day. Despite the sanctuary that I had created for myself at home, I still struggled daily with issues such as isolation, language barriers, skin colour, boredom, loneliness and ‘island time’ .

It was extremely isolating being the only white person living in the village. Many of the villagers told me that because I was 29 and single that “taem blo yu I finis nao”, implying that I was up on the shelf for life. I spent a lot of time alone. I was glad to have the keys to the library on the weekends.
The language of instruction in Vanuatu is officially French or English, which is often a third or fourth language for most Ni-Vanuatu. At Epi High School, instruction was in English, but French was offered as an optional class for student in the Arts stream. Bislama (‘pidgin’) is the national language and although it is commonly used in urban areas it was generally used in conversation amongst staff or students.
In the village, many people only spoke local language. A lot of the students spoke a local language. It was common that the local language they spoke was different to that of the villagers and their friends. I found that multi-syllabic words disappeared from my vocabulary as nobody could understand them.
CONCLUSION
My experience at Epi High School taught me that it is important to be flexible when undertaking any project, especially a difficult one such as this. Not only is flexibility important, so is organisation, creativity, effective project management skills and laughter. 

In Vanuatu, or any Pacific Island country, everything seems to happen a lot slower than you expect it to. It is important to think outside of the square and be a creative problem solver. Instead of waiting for the School Handyman to come and move some boxes of books for us to the local primary school, we borrowed a wheel barrow and took them over there ourselves. Otherwise, we may have been waiting for three weeks.
I employed a project management technique that my father taught me. I call it “small boxes”. Break everything down into separate components and work out what you can control and have an effect over. From there, write a list of every minor task or resources that you may need to complete to achieve the larger task.
This experience changed my life. I can proudly say that when I left Vanuatu, the three staff that I had worked with were in a position to effectively manage the Epi High School Library. I had trained other school staff and students how to use the library, and taught the library monitors how to be library assistants. Although the challenges, both work related and personal, were vast, I would greatly encourage anyone to take a step outside their comfort zone and do something to make a difference. As long as you work smart and travel safe you will not regret it.
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