
Cape Peninsula University of Technology
Digital Knowledge

Library Papers and Reports Library Services

1-1-2008

The Mahout on the elephant: how the knowledge
management practices of the Wellington Campus
Library enriches CPUT Libraries
Michiel E. Moll
Cape Peninsula University of Technology, mollm@cput.ac.za

Lynn Kleinveldt
Cape Peninsula University of Technology, kleinveldtl@cput.ac.za

This Text is brought to you for free and open access by the Library Services at Digital Knowledge. It has been accepted for inclusion in Library Papers
and Reports by an authorized administrator of Digital Knowledge. For more information, please contact barendsc@cput.ac.za.

Recommended Citation
Moll, Michiel E. and Kleinveldt, Lynn, "The Mahout on the elephant: how the knowledge management practices of the Wellington
Campus Library enriches CPUT Libraries" (2008). Library Papers and Reports. Paper 14.
http://dk.cput.ac.za/lib_papers/14

http://dk.cput.ac.za
http://dk.cput.ac.za/lib_papers
http://dk.cput.ac.za/lib
mailto:barendsc@cput.ac.za


 

 

The mahout on the elephant: how the knowledge management practices of the 

Wellington campus library enriches CPUT Libraries 

 

By 

 

L. Kleinveldt & M. Moll 

 

1. Introduction 

 

The importance of knowledge management in institutions is widely acknowledged. 

However, the influence of progressive knowledge management practices in one branch 

of the organization on the organization as a whole is the theme of this paper. The MJL 

Olivier Library (Wellington campus library) of the Cape Peninsula University of 

Technology (CPUT) is one of nine branches, with Cape Town and Bellville being the 

largest. However the knowledge management practices of Wellington with particular 

reference to knowledge creation, knowledge sharing and knowledge capturing leads to 

Wellington being seen as an “innovation champion” (Glynn, 1996) within the CPUT 

Libraries. Some of the effects this has had on the CPUT Libraries as a whole show the 

advantages of even a small section being encouraged to form a Community of Practice 

with positive knowledge management practices. 

 

This study looks at some of the ways knowledge management is practiced internally at 

MJL Olivier Library including knowledge creation, through internal and external 

processes, knowledge capturing in both daily and monthly routine, as well as specific 

projects, and knowledge sharing through an internalised Community of Practice. In 

addition, it looks at the utilization of this knowledge both within the MJL Olivier library 

itself, as well as the value and means of the Wellington branch’s contribution to 

knowledge management within the CPUT Libraries as a whole, and gives suggestions 

as to how this can be more widely applied within the CPUT Libraries, and in other 

libraries. 
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2. Importance of knowledge management in academic libraries 
 
Knowledge has become a “key resource” (Maponya, 2004: 1) in the current information 

and knowledge era. Organizations have realized that there is a huge untapped asset 

diffused around in the organization called knowledge. Knowledge has also been realized 

in academic libraries. The function of academic libraries is to collect, process, 

disseminate, store and utilize information to provide service to the university community. 

However, the way academic libraries function is changing to provide the competitive 

advantage for the university and its organizational culture. For academic libraries to 

improve their services in the knowledge economy, knowledge management is a vital 

means. The challenges faced are that only a portion of knowledge is internalized by the 

organization, individuals internalize the other. Through initiating knowledge management 

practices, organizations as well as academic libraries can create and influence its 

knowledge base. Academic libraries should become learning organizations in order to 

discover ways to capture and share tacit and explicit knowledge within the library. There 

is a need for constant updating or acquiring of new skills and knowledge by academic 

librarians in this transformation towards knowledge managers in order to remain relevant 

to the present library environment (Maponya, 2004). 

 

3. Isolated knowledge management in an organisation 

 

Universities face similar challenges that other non-profit and profit organizations face. 

Some of these challenges are financial pressures, increasing public scrutiny and 

accountability rapidly evolving technologies, changing staff roles, diverse staff and 

student demographics, competing values and a rapidly changing world. According to 

Oosterlink (2002:1): 

 

Universities are no longer living in splendid isolation. They 

have their own place in society, and they have a 

responsibility to society, which expects something in 

return for privileges it has granted. 

 

 Knowledge management can help transform a library into a knowledge sharing 

organization. The application of knowledge management practices aims at drawing out 
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the tacit knowledge people have, what they carry around with them, what they observe 

and learn from experience, rather than what is usually explicitly stated. Knowledge 

management practices involve the creation, capturing, sharing and utilization of 

knowledge (Maponya, 2004:13). 

 

4. Knowledge creation 

 

Maponya (2004) describes knowledge creation as the development of new skills, new 

products, better ideas and more efficient processes. According to Takeuchi and Nonaka 

as quoted by Khangala (2004: 24), knowledge is only created by the individual and not 

by organizations. It is important that academic libraries support and encourage 

knowledge-creating activities of individuals through dialogue, discussions, experience 

sharing and communities of practice. 

 

Knowledge creation is achieved at the MJL Olivier Library through both internal and 

external processes. Internal processes are achieved through discussing matters with 

colleagues through a round-table open forum during tea-time to get everybody’s input on 

ideas and solutions to problems as well as allowing original and creative thinking. It is 

also achieved through document sharing via monthly reports submitted by each staff 

member. External processes are achieved through staff training that is dedicated to the 

creation of knowledge, which is useful to the library. The three categories of training 

identified are: 

• Short courses, for example first aid 

• Study – four staff members are currently busy with formal library and information 

studies 

• Conference attendance and participation – two members will be presenting at 

the annual LIASA conference this year. 

 

 The following are examples of new skills and products created: 

• Serials project 

• Cataloguing on the fly 

• Training of students 
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4.1. Serials project 

 

During the takeover of the then Boland College of Education by the Cape Technikon (in 

2000), the holdings of the College library were found to be still on a card catalogue. 

Although all books were computerised by 2003, it was found in 2006 that the bound 

periodicals prior to 2000, were not on system. 

 

The serials project started in 2006 was therefore initially designed to add these holdings 

to the Aleph catalogue. However, before these records could be added to existing 

records, it was found that there were numerous errors in the existing records, and this 

was visible in the way records were displayed to users on the Web OPAC. Therefore 

existing records first needed to be corrected and proper procedures to do this had to be 

drawn up. 

 

 Once the clean-up project was complete, new records were added onto the system. 

While these projects were in process, the rest of CPUT libraries were kept abreast at 

various circulation meetings of our progress. Other branches also started looking at their 

own periodicals collection as they realized the importance of items that are on the 

shelves to be reflected accurately on the online catalogue so that users can have access 

to them. Users are encouraged to use the online catalogue and staff at the MJL Olivier 

Library realized the importance of updating the periodicals collection, as items not 

appearing on system would not be accessed and used because it gives the impression 

that what is available on system is exactly what are on the shelves, which is not a true 

reflection.  

 

With the skills, experience and hard work from the MJL Olivier staff involved, the project 

at Wellington was successfully completed at the end of 2007, and the catalogue 

accurately reflects the holdings there. The other branches have now been tasked to use 

the examples and also procedural guidelines created at Wellington in order to clean up 

their catalogue holdings, and so not only has knowledge been created by Wellington in 

the way periodical holdings are shown, but the knowledge of how to this has been 

shared with the libraries as a whole. 
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4.2. Cataloguing on the fly 
 

Cataloguing on the fly means that the full bibliographic record is not created. It is a 

temporary solution to the problem. A short record is created containing the title, author, 

ISBN and shelf number. At Wellington the practice includes the shelf number that is 

displayed on the spine of the book being handwritten. This indicates that the particular 

book sitting on the shelf has a short record and needs to be sent to the cataloguing 

department in order to update the bibliographic record. 

A major retrospective cataloguing project was done in 2004 in order to upgrade the 

cataloguing on the fly records. After the project was terminated, it was discovered that 

not all items had been done. In addition, several errors were discovered in both the 

cataloguing on the fly and complete records whilst issuing books. The idea of using a 

shelf list to check the items on the shelf (as opposed to the barcode scanning method 

then used at CPUT) led to all items being checked – and errors eliminated thus creating 

a much cleaner and more effective catalogue. 

 

The experience of using the shelf lists – and, at the same time, using this as a stock-

taking exercise – was again shared during circulation meetings and subsequently this 

practice has been adopted by several other branches.  

 

4.3. Training of students 

 

At MJL Olivier Library we are focused on training students. Traditionally education 

students had a separate subject called “Library”, and this was subsumed into the 

Professional Studies syllabus. With the takeover by the Cape Technikon, and 

subsequent amalgamation to form CPUT, this emphasis remained and was even 

expanded so that all first year students at Wellington – Education, Accounting, Tourism 

and Office Management and Technology, undergo training. It is a way of contributing to 

the strategic Teaching and Learning aims of the institution, as well as marketing the 

library, its services and what is available to meet the information needs of students.  
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As part of the collaboration with the Faculty at Wellington the library has produced a 

manual available in two languages: “Gids tot die Skryf van ‘n Taak”/”Guide to the writing 

of assignments”. The content covered in these guides is assessed through four on-line 

Blackboard practicals which require the students to use the guide, as well as the library 

website, in order to complete. These practicals cover the areas of information searching 

(both for electronic and printed information), ethical use (including the writing of 

bibliographies and making of references) as well as general library use and approach to 

assignments using the information skills process. 

 

The success of this approach has been carried over to the libraries as a whole. Firstly, 

the division and approach of basic training into the various components has led to 

development of training modules and, further, the approach to integrated Information 

Literacy has led to the development of an institution-wide Information Literacy policy, 

with staff from the MJL Olivier library being appointed to lead the process by the Deputy 

Vice-Chancellor of Academic Affairs. 

 

5. Knowledge capturing 
 

Knowledge capturing is crucial in the development of a knowledge-based organization. 

Knowledge is stored in the heads of individuals and can be lost if it is not captured. 

Organizations should identify the expertise and skills of staff and capture it; otherwise 

organizational memory could be lost when a staff member leaves the organization. It is 

therefore important that academic libraries develop ways of capturing its internal 

knowledge, identify individual’s expertise and develop ways of sharing it. Formal 

processes of capturing knowledge can include standardizing routine information update 

reports (Maponya, 2004: 14). 

 

Academic libraries capture knowledge in the form of databases which are collections of 

documents owned by individual staff. These databases provide access to internally 

generated data about the library’s operations (Khangala, 2004: 31). 

 

The following knowledge capturing activities are identified at the MJL Olivier Library: 

 

• Student cards – uploading student records 
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• Creation and updating of Aleph Circulation procedures 

• Capturing information gathered by each staff member via monthly reports 

 

5.1. Student cards – uploading student records 

 

Student registration is a lengthy process occurring at the beginning of a semester or 

year. Because the ITS system is loaded with hundreds of students daily during 

registration, it takes a longer period to upload the student records onto the Aleph library 

system. When a student produces a current student card at the circulation desk, he or 

she is entitled to borrow library material irrespective of whether the record appears on 

the Aleph system or not. Therefore student records are manually created on Aleph. The 

student information is captured and items can then be issued on the student’s record. 

 

Problems arise when the upload of student information hasn’t yet occurred, but the user 

wishes to borrow material. A staff member at the MJL Olivier Library created a form 

containing the necessary information needed to create a short student record on Aleph 

and also including place for item information for loan purposes. The form can be filled 

out quickly by the user and the barcodes of the items written on this form, and items are 

handed to the user. Once the circulation desk becomes quieter, these user records are 

created on Aleph, the barcodes are then issued onto the user record, and the forms are 

filed for future reference. The upload will overwrite the personal information so as to 

bring it into conformity with what is on the main CPUT system, but the loan details will 

remain. 

 

5.2. Creation and updating Aleph circulation procedures 

 

As things change, so too the library needs to adapt in order to meet the information 

needs of users. The existing procedures are constantly updated and new ones created. 

Various procedures created and updated make the workflow at MJL Olivier library 

easier. These procedures are also integrated at the other CPUT libraries. 
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5.3. Capturing information gathered by each staff member via monthly reports 

 

What originally started as a casual conversation over tea (please see the section on 

knowledge sharing) led to the realization by the staff that a more formal record of all 

activities at the branch was needed. The manager and each staff member then 

collaborated in devising a form which would capture both statistical data as well as 

opinions about activities, thus giving both a qualitative as well as a quantatative input. 

From the information gathered by each staff member, the library manager draws up a 

monthly report that is shared by all staff and, when all have had the opportunity to 

change and input (in a wiki-type operation) the report is then sent to the Senior Librarian 

in charge of all branches. This knowledge capturing activity is very important, as one is 

constantly aware of the library’s situation, new developments, ideas and solutions. It 

links to the creation and updating of procedures so that library services can improve and 

to meet the information needs of users. 

 

The significance of this knowledge capturing has not been lost to CPUT Libraries’ 

management and the template created for the format of the monthly report has been 

rolled out to all branches for them to submit and to use as management tool in their 

branches. 

 

6. Knowledge sharing 

 

Knowledge sharing is about transferring the dispersed know-how of organizational 

members more effectively. It reduces the duplication of efforts and forms the basis for 

problem solving and decision-making. In academic libraries the sharing of knowledge 

has been on an informal basis and usually based on conversation (Maponya, 2004: 16). 

In order to create a knowledge environment in academic libraries, knowledge must be 

shared among colleagues. In higher education institutions, knowledge sharing occurs 

through teaching and research (Khangala, 2004: 32). 

Knowledge sharing activities at the MJL Olivier Library are based on a Community of 

Practice. A community of practice is when individuals with the same interests form a 

group in which ideas are shared. According to Wenger and Snyder (2000), a community 

of practice is “a group of people informally bound together by shared expertise and 

passion for a joint enterprise – and it promises to radically galvanize knowledge sharing, 
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learning and change”. The MJL Olivier Library group has evolved into a community of 

practice which occurs in the form of an informal round-table forum where everybody 

participates in sharing their experiences, knowledge and ideas relating to their work 

while having tea. It is the time of day where staff members discuss new ideas, 

procedures or changes relating to their daily duties. New ideas discussed during these 

tea breaks are usually then shared with colleagues at the formal circulation meetings 

where the other branches are present. The MJL Olivier library came up with the idea of 

using the home library address on overdue letters that are being sent out to users. This 

idea was shared in the circulation meeting and everyone agreed that it could be 

implemented. Knowledge sharing is thus very important as it leads to problem solving 

and decision-making. 

Another initiative that arose from the MJL Olivier Library was the Library tops project in 

2007. At the by now familiar tea-time discuaaion the idea was first raised for some 

means of identifying branch staff so that students could more easily recognize them. It 

had been noticed that several groupings on campus had distinctive clothing (Sport, 

Agriculture and IT staff for example) and that this seemed to work well. One of the staff 

members came up with the idea of creating a fleece type jacket with the CPUT AIS logo 

and the idea was expanded that Wellington branch staff could then also wear this when 

representing the branch at meetings, conferences and symposiums. When this idea was 

discussed with senior CPUT Libraries staff to obtain funding approval, the rationale athat 

lay behind the idea and the knowledge of how this could work now being shared with 

management actually led to management proposing that the entire CPUT Libraries be 

provided with these tops – and Wellington was entrusted to carry out the task. The six 

week project was successfully completed and library tops were distributed to library staff 

across all campuses, together with the explanation from Wellington as to how this could 

be used to enhance the image of CPUT Libraries as a whole.. 

 

7. Conclusion 

 

MJL Olivier tries to be conscious and consistent in practicing knowledge management. 

We could be seen as an example of knowledge management practices within CPUT. If 

these practices were copied in the other branches, the effects on service delivery would 

be soon felt. In multi-site libraries, too often the key resource of knowledge is tied up in 

the smaller units, and to better harness this knowledge those organizations – whether 
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public libraries, provincial wide school libraries or academic institutions with smaller 

branch libraries should encourage knowledge management practices. It was found in a 

study that branches serving a small population  

“Are almost conclusively more efficient than the other branches...because they 

know their customer’s habits and have a better communication with them.” 

(Schaffnit, Rosen & Paradi, 1997: 286) 

 

Larger branches would do well to heed this, and organizations to encourage all 

branches, whether large or small, to indulge in knowledge management practices for the 

good of the whole organization. 
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