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Health information
for the global v illag e

T he W ashington Hilton and 
Towers was the meeting place 
for 3 800 medical librarians 

from around the world between 
7-12 May 1995. The occasion was the 
95th annual meeting of the Medical 
Library Association (MLA) and the 
7th International congress of Medical 
librarianship (ICML).

The theme of both the confer
ences was how medical librarians need 
to develop skills in using traditional 
professional expertise in non-tradi- 
tional ways and in unconventional 
and new settings.

W araburra  State Schoo l 
in C en tra l Q u e e n s 
land has had a co m 
puterised lib ra ry  s ince  
1 9 9 2 . U n re m a rka b le , 

except for the fact that the soft
w a re  they are using w as w ritten 
esp e c ia lly  for the schoo l by one 
o f its staff, T o n y  T ro st, 
W arab u rra 's  key teacher in tech 
nology at that tim e.

The  first m a jo r part o f any 
p rogram m ing effort is to a sce r
tain w h a t tasks the program  must 
perform  and w hat in form ation it 
w ill offer the user. T h is  in fo rm a
tion w as gained w ith  the assist
ance  of the teacher lib ra rian .

A  large ch u n k  o f p ro g ram 
m ing tim e w as spent in getting 
the data en try , ed iting , b o rro w 
ing and return m odules just right. 
T h is  w o u ld  be the b u lk  o f the 
com puter's job .

To get the lib rary  ad m in istra
tion system  up and runn ing  
q u ick ly  o n ly  the title , author, ca ll 
nu m b er, item  d e sc rip tio n  and 
access io n  date w e re  en te red . 
Later Program m ing effort w as de
voted to m aking sub ject heading 
entries far m ore e ffic ien t.

Student in fo rm atio n  c o n 
sisted o f nu m b er, nam e , c lass  
and items out. Later a figure w as 
added to keep track  o f the 
num ber o f item s b o rro w ed  for 
the year.

By m id 1993  the program  
w as saving  about 10 hours o f l i
b rary  ad m in is tra tio n  w o rk  per 
w e ek . It w as tim e to add a few  
acce sso rie s  and pretty up the 
screens.

Daniel R Masys M D, Director of 
biomedical informatics at the School 
o f Medicine of the University of Cali
fornia, in his lecture entitled The 
informatics o f  health care reform, en
couraged us to promote Internet use 
in our institutions, to raise the level of 
communication between patients and 
doctors and to raise the market visibil
ity o f our services by developing a 
home page on the World Wide Web.

The twenty-three sections of MLA 
reflect the diversity of medical librar
ians in the United States and concur-

The  system  is ab le  to se rv ice  
the needs o f the teacher lib ra r
ian , the students and teachers , it 
is designed to ca te r for 100 
c lasses, 1000  students and over 
64  0 0 0  item s. It is so easy a 
ch ild  cou ld  use it, in fact, c h i l
dren do.

Th e  p rog ram , s im p ly  ca lle d  
'W ' for W a ra b u rra , represents 
hundreds o f m an hours o f P ro 
gram m ing effort. It is in use by 
tw o  other schoo ls in the Centra l 
Q u e e n sla n d  a re a . It w a s th e ir 
so ftw are  o f c h o ic e  at a tim e 
w hen  Q u een slan d  schoo l lib ra r
ies had un lim ited  ch o ice  of w hat 
so ftw are they co u ld  purchase .

The  program  is yours for the 
ask ing . Fee free. It w ill ea s ily  fit 
onto a 3 .5  inch  d isk . A  spec ia l 
dem o d isk , co n ta in in g  the fu ll 
program  and som e dum m y data 
is ava ila b le  to help  users fa m il
ia rise  th em se lves  w ith  the pro
gram .

W rite  to T o n y  at 4 Su nrise  
C rescen t, C ra c e m e re  4 7 0 2 , for a 
co p y of the program . You must 
in c lu d e  a se lf-a d d re sse d  e n v e 
lope and a 3 .5  inch d isk  if you 
w an t a copy o f the program . A l
ready 30 cop ies of the program 
have  gone to N S W , V ic to r ia , 
T a sm a n ia , W este rn  A u stra lia  
and South A u stra lia .

Ton y  asks o n ly  one thing in 
re tu rn . W rite  b ack  and let him  
kn o w  how  you are getting on 
w ith  the program . It's his baby 
and he'd like  to know  how  it is 
grow ing  up under your ca re  and 
g u id ance . ■

rent sessions relating to these sections 
were held during the conference.

As a librarian with a long-standing 
interest in consumer health informa
tion, it was heartening to realise the 
strength of this movement in the 
United States. In addition to frequent 
references to the concept in several 
keynote addresses, the continuing 
education one-day course on con
sumer health information was well at
tended.

The other hot topic was the Inter
net, but the technical hype was coun
terbalanced by input from librarians 
from other parts of the world who re
minded us of the limited resources 
available to them; that in order to live 
effectively we need to be able to use 
information; that in many countries 
the flow of information is controlled 
as a means of exerting power; and that 
even such organisations as the World 
Health Organization can implement 
information policies which reflect a 
strong gender bias.

About ten health librarians from 
Australia attended the conferences and 
papers were presented during ICML 
by Prue Deacon (on behalf of John 
Holgate) of the ACT and June Rider 
Jones of WA. Prue reported on the 
development of the Health ROM re
source and June reminded us that 
even today, when information is sup
posedly freely available, forces can be 
exerted to delay or prevent the publi
cation of controversial information.

In addition to providing us with 
much professional development, the 
conference provided an ideal opportu
nity to network with a wide variety of 
colleagues.
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