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Abstract

This paper discusses the types of knowledge, skills, and experience that an information professional
(IP) needs to acquire within and outside the formal library and information science curriculum so
as to be able to generate information products and services to satisfy the needs of marginalized
communities (indigenous and rural communities), effectively manage marginalized community
knowledge, as well as empower and improve the information literacy of members of the community.
Communication skills and knowledge of the history, culture and language of the communities are
discussed as are focused self-designed programs and the application of appropriate information
communication technologies in support of out-reach work. Some modalities for training IPs are
suggested based on our experiences.
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Background

The goal of education in information studies (IS) is to develop professionals equipped with
the knowledge and skills to provide services that satisfy the information needs of
information seekers, through effective management of information and knowledge
resources. Additionally, it is to enable them undertake research and development so as to
contribute to the continuous development of the field - theories, and techniques. The basis
of such service and research thereof can be the Five Laws of Library Science
(Ranganathan, 1931).

The core of education and skill development in IS, at the graduate and post-graduate
levels, is common to most categories of information professionals. In addition to this core,
there may be selective fields of specialization (electives) and supporting studies in cognate
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subjects. This pattern and trend appears to be fairly common in many library and
information science (LIS) curricula (cf. survey reported in Hallam, Partridge & McAllister,
2004). The pattern and trend of changes in LIS education is similar in emerging economies
/ developing countries too.

From our experience, we believe that there are communities - rural and marginalized
communities - in developing as well as in developed countries whose information needs
are not adequately met and consequently they have not been able to productively
participate in the development process and enjoy the benefits thereof. Equity and justice
requires that any programme for socio-economic development, whether general or in a
specific sector, should cover and benefit all sections of the society, irrespective of race,
caste, colour, religion, culture and other social, economic or political differences. Members
of these communities, as they live close to nature and have a stake in the preservation and
nurturing of nature and its offerings, acquire a wealth of knowledge about their
environment that could be of value to the greater good of the nation state they live in.
Agrawal (1995) asserts that the differentiation between indigenous knowledge and
scientific knowledge is invidious and the divide between them as perceived by some
authors should be 'dismantled' (see also: Seshia, Garoupa, Lenzer & Gulati, (eds.), 2003;
Sillitoe, 2000; Antweiler, 1998; Evers & Gerke, 2003).

Such community knowledge is largely of the tacit kind. The careful and judicious
management and wider application of community knowledge should become an essential
component of knowledge management (KM), the latter now being largely confined to
corporate and institutional management (Neelameghan, 2006). The application of KM to
community knowledge is an area that needs to be developed and courses in IS should
include it. It is also to be remembered that very few of the marginalized community
members visit libraries or other information centres. Information professionals and their
intermediaries if used should reach out and assist community members. Some related
aspects are: (1) to identify the information they need and/or enable them to identify the
types of information they may need; (2) to provide them the information they need / seek
and/or assist them to identify and use appropriate information sources (including experts
and other human resources); (3) to enable them to evaluate the information available or
provided in relation to the purpose on hand; (4) to enhance the community's information
literacy, and (5) assist them to use information and communication devices for inter-
personal as well wider global communication.

Scope of the Paper

This paper will discuss the types of knowledge, skills, and experience that an information
professional needs to acquire within and beyond or outside the formal IS curriculum to
satisfy the needs of marginalized communities (indigenous and rural communities),
effectively manage marginalized community knowledge, and also empower and improve
the information literacy of members of the community. These suggestions are based on our
experiences (Neelameghan & Chester, 2006).

What Additional Knowledge and Skills

1 Background Knowledge

"This understanding of the 'indigenous' is the beginning of what may be a more fruitful
engagement with the question of 'liberalising' . . ." (Sarangapani, 2003; p. 256). For
providing appropriate information services to all sections of the indigenous marginalized
communities, for empowering them, and improving literacy level, it is necessary to have /
acquire background knowledge about the communities. LIS students and professionals and
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those with and through whom (intermediaries) they plan to work need to have or acquire
some knowledge of the

language / dialect of the local indigenous communities;
their culture and cultural practices;
history;
geography and local environment; for example ethnobotany;
relation of the people to the local environment;
food and raw materials they extract from their territory for use by themselves and for
trade with other indigenous communities and the industrial world;
legal and historic relationships with their indigenous neighbours and with the nation
state or states they reside within; and
their systems of governance and decision-making within the family, community, and
nation.

Furthermore, one needs to survey / ask:

what do they want from the nation state and the technological societies?
what do they do not want from the nation state and the technological societies and
why they do not want them?
what is their literacy rate and what languages and written systems are they literate
in?
what is the education offered locally, in what language and culture, and how many of
their people are exposed to it and at/to what year or age?
what do they have in the way of infrastructure, electricity, sewerage, water, roads,
transportation, cable communication, wireless communication, radio, television,
etc.?
what technology and educational resources do they already have? and
what are the barriers to effective communication and exchange?

This will inspire respect by the information professional (IP) for the knowledge of the
indigenous people and also enable the IP to work more closely with people in their
environments. This type of planned interaction with community members and reaching out
to them through appropriate information services and products will enable the IP to
identify relevant information sources and build useful document collections, catalogue and
develop subject indexes to facilitate information retrieval, knowledge organization, and
vocabulary management with reference to the users.

2 Communication Skills

The IP need not become an expert in any of these fields, but needs to become skilled
enough to enable positive communication and facilitate the exchange of ideas and provide
appropriate information. It will support positive mutual changes in attitudes and
perceptions. Getting to know certain key people in the community and how to
communicate effectively with them as well as working well within their socio-political,
economic, and culture systems is very important. Even if the IP is later assigned to a
different community, a great deal of the knowledge is transferable, within limits of course,
to other indigenous communities.

3 Information and Communication Technologies Applications

It is well-known that the digital divide - between urban communities and rural /
marginalized communities - is more pronounced in developing countries than in developed
countries. Yet ICT application to empower people is seen as the path to bridging the digital
divide and support the socio-economic and cultural development of rural, indigenous and
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marginalized communities. Experience shows that the extension of wireless technology,
spreading the use of cell phones, community radio services, use of audio, video and
multimedia, establishment of telecentres, and information kiosks can help overcome
problems of using different scripts and languages / dialects and eventually bridge the
digital divide, and develop a more fully informed and knowledgeable citizenry. This will
also facilitate the recording and collection of indigenous knowledge of rural and
marginalized community members. LIS courses should have sufficient content and devote
necessary time to assist interested students in this regard. These students, in their
subsequent professional career, will be able to provide better and more innovative services
to the indigenous now marginalized communities. Continuing education programs
covering these and related topics directed toward IPs are also necessary and departments /
schools of LIS can play important roles in organizing and conducting such programs.

4 Focused, Self-Designed Courses

Students may also take elective and self-designed courses as well as courses in cognate
subjects, in consultation with the faculty, that may be included in each student's program.
The credit hours and costs can vary based on each situation. Self-designed courses may be
necessary, as it is not likely that there will be formal courses for students going to rural and
indigenous villages. The students will need to be matched with a fluent elder or an
experienced adult (intermediary) who will take responsibility for language instruction
combined with the "total immersion" experience in the community of fluent speakers. The
intermediary may need to be bi-lingual and may also teach culture, history, and
ethnobotany as the student (IP) becomes more fluent in the language. We cannot expect
miracles in one-, two-, three-, and even four-month programs. The student will, at best, get
an exposure to and an overview of each of these areas and can acquire more in-depth
knowledge and experience later as he/she gets an opportunity to work with the
communities.

Another possibility is a program similar to the "Peace Corps". However, while the primary
focus of the "Peace Corps" is on the participant teaching others, in this program the
participant's primary focus is on learning from the people with whom he/she is partnered
over a one to two year period. The participant can also share information and skills with
the people so that the experience can be mutually beneficial. In these approaches, the use
of case studies will promote learning and knowledge acquisition. The program proposed
here will not only benefit the Indigenous and rural communities wherein students or IPs
are assigned, but will provide for the greater good of the nation state in which they reside.
These marginalized communities do possess knowledge, skills, and understandings that
can be of great benefit to the larger community. The IP can assist, through interactions and
exchanges with the marginalized communities, in drawing upon the tacit and unrecorded
knowledge of the communities. At the same time, the larger community has the
responsibility to reciprocate for receiving these benefits.

Conclusion

We have discussed the types of knowledge, skills, and experience that information
professionals need to acquire within and outside the formal information studies curriculum
to enable them prepare information products and services that satisfy the needs of
marginalized communities (indigenous and rural communities), effectively manage and
draw from the tacit knowledge possessed by these communities, and also empower and
improve the information literacy of members of such communities. The additions or
modifications to Education in Information Studies program suggested here is designed to
prepare a corps of knowledgeable professionals who can facilitate this education and
information sharing process to the benefit of all parties concerned.
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