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Abstract 

Siyali Ramamrita Ranganathan is known as the father of library science. Although it was not his 

original career, he devoted his life to the library profession. He was a teacher, a researcher, a 

writer, and an advocate. He founded and served on numerous committees and organizations, 

including establishing the Documentation Research Training Centre. Throughout his career 

Ranganathan advocated for school libraries and had a strong belief in the importance of libraries 

in schools for the creation of an educated society. Ranganathan made innumerable contributions 

to library science, but is most remembered for two: The Five Laws of Library Science and his 

Colon Classification System (CCS). The Five Laws have served as an anchor and a guiding light 

to the library profession for decades. They clearly and concisely distill the essence of the library 

mission, and remain relevant even 87 years after their original publication. The Colon 

Classification System is a cataloging structure devised by Ranganathan. The name is derived 

from the fact that the call numbers created using this scheme are broken up by punctuation, 

including colons. While the Colon Classification System may not be widely used, understanding 

the basic theory behind it is a valuable tool for librarians.    
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Siyali Ramamrita Ranganathan: Father of Library Science 

Ranganathan's work and his contributions were numerous, but two of his greatest 

achievements, and the most relevant to today's teacher librarian, are The Five Laws of Library 

Science and the Colon Classification System.  

The Life of S. R. Ranganathan 

Siyali Ramamrita Ranganathan, born in India in 1892, did not set out to become known 

as the father of library science. His first love was mathematics, in which he obtained a master’s 

degree and taught at the Government College in Mangalore.  Described as a born teacher, he 

engaged his students with anecdotes and purposeful discussion.  

In 1924 Ranganathan was reluctantly appointed as the first librarian of Madras 

University, only reading one article about librarianship prior to interview (Dong-Geun, 2012). 

His reluctance to become a librarian stemmed from his love of interacting with his students and 

colleagues. The solitude of the library was a drastic change for Ranganathan.  

Ranganathan spent his first nine months of his appointment as a librarian observing and 

learning from librarians in England. During this time he realized that libraries did not have to be 

places of solitude, but could actually be a place for community. He witnessed people from all 

walks of life using the library to educate themselves, and from that experience became 

committed to his new profession, promoting the library as a community center, working to bring 

in readers, and advocating for public access to library shelves.  

Throughout his career Ranganathan continued to advance libraries, from forming the 

Madras Library Association to starting a school of library science. After two decades of library 

work, Ranganathan intended to retire but was invited to work in the library at Banaras Hindu 

University. When he arrived the library was in a state of chaos. Over the next two years he 
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completely catalogued and organized the entire collection of roughly 100,000 books using his 

Colon Classification System. 

For the rest of his life Ranganathan continued to teach, research, write, and further the 

field of library science. He chaired the Classification Research Group of the International 

Federation for Documentation, founded and 

chaired the Documentation Committee of the 

Indian Standards Institution, and founded the 

Documentation Research and Training Centre. 

By the end of his life he had written 60 books 

and 2,000 articles. His contributions were so 

immense that he was featured on a stamp in 

1992 (figure 1, Dr. S. R. Ranganathan) and his 

birthday is celebrated as National Library Day in 

India (Kent, 1978). 

Ranganathan and the School Library 

In his lifetime Ranganathan was a firm supporter of the school library. He believed that 

education was about teaching people to teach themselves, creating lifelong learners, and the 

school library the perfect tool to accomplish this task (Ranganathan, 1962). In a speech given at 

the opening of the Library School for Teacher-Librarians in Bangalore, Ranganathan said “the 

result of modern rethinking on education is to make the library the heart of the school, from 

which every activity in the school radiates and by which it all gets irradiated” (Ranganathan, 

1962). He was so passionate about school libraries that in his article “The Physiology and 

Anatomy of the Heart of the School” (1931) he not only described the value and purpose of the 

Figure 1. Dr. S. R. Ranganathan. Ranganathan 

was featured on a stamp in 1992 in honor of 

what would have been his 100th birthday.  
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library, he shared a detailed description of his ideal library layout, including floorplan diagrams 

and measurements. 

In addition to believing in the purpose and value of school libraries Ranganathan valued 

school librarians, acknowledging their role as teachers and their status as professionals. In his 

article “The School Library as a Social Centre” he argued not only that the school library should 

be considered a social center, but that it would take trained and equipped school librarians to 

accomplish that goal.  

The Five Laws of Library Science 

In 1931 Ranganathan published a work that has had global impact and lasting relevance: 

The Five Laws of Library Science (figure 2). 

The 5 laws have stood the test of time, 

but even so people have written their own 

versions and additions, such as Gorman’s 

new five laws which include “protect free 

access to knowledge” and “honor the past and 

create the future” (1998) as well as Kuronen 

and Pekkarinen’s supplemental laws “every 

reader his library” and “every writer his 

contribution to the library” (1999). In their work Reordering Ranganathan: Shifting User 

Behaviors, Shifting Priorities, Connoway and Ixchel rewrote the laws to modernize them and 

reordered them to reflect their priorities. They changed “save the time of the reader” to “embed 

library systems and services into users’ existing workflows” and placed it at the top most 

important law (2014). 

Figure 2. The Five Laws of Library Science. 

The Five Laws were written by Dr. S. R. 

Ranganathan in 1931. Image created by Ellison 

(2018). 
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The Five Laws and the School Library 

The Five Laws apply to school libraries just as much as to any other type of library. 

While the wording of the laws focuses entirely on books, they can be applied to any library 

resource. Books, videos, magazines, databases, makerspaces, etc. are all for use, they all have an 

audience. While the definition of library materials may have expanded to include more than just 

books, the Laws remain as relevant and important as the day that they were written.  

1. Books are for use. 

On the surface the first Law appears obvious, nevertheless there are many instances 

where this law is forgotten. Coker (2009) points out that in Ranganathan’s world libraries were 

not always open to the public and materials were often stored in ways that required special 

access. In that setting the idea behind the first Law was revolutionary. But what about today, in 

the era of public libraries and open shelving? Today the systems that prevent books and resources 

from being used may look different, but they exist. Censorship is one of the prime offenders in 

this category. Books that are kept on a restricted shelf, or that do not get purchased at all because 

of bias, are not being used. Databases and webpages that are blocked by an internet filter are not 

being used. In order to uphold the first law school librarians must fight back against censorship, 

including self-censorship.  

Books that are not catalogued and organized appropriately may also fail to be used. If the 

librarian or patron is unable to locate the materials the result is the same as if the materials were 

locked away. Having a strong understanding of how knowledge and resources are organized and 

retrieved is essential to the fulfillment of the first Law. 

2. Every reader his/her book. 

This law speaks directly to the core belief held by teachers and librarians: every student is 
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a reader, you just have to connect them to the right book. This law reminds school librarians of 

their purpose, to encourage students to explore their interests, stretch their thinking, and learn to 

love reading and learning. The job of the school librarian is to take the knowledge that there is 

something out there for every reader and put it into practice by striving to provide materials to 

engage all students. 

3. Every book its reader. 

Every book may have its reader, but not every one of those readers is part of every library 

community. Librarians curate their collections carefully, considering their patrons and the goals 

of the library. Every book selected should be there for a reason, should have a potential reader in 

the patron population. The duty of the librarian is not only to select books for purchase, but to 

select books that will serve a purpose and find their readers. 

Coker (2009) updated the wording of this law to “all information its user,” broadening the 

scope. In his interpretation the librarian is not only responsible for selecting books that will have 

readers, but teaching information technology skills to students and teachers so that they are able 

to use resources to find the information for themselves. Arming students with the ability to find 

the information that matches their needs helps to prepare them for lifelong learning.  

4. Save the time of the reader. 

In school libraries students have limited windows of opportunity for browsing and using 

library resources. It is up to the librarian to ensure that the time students have is not wasted 

attempting to find materials that are not available or struggling to conduct an effective database 

search to locate information. School librarians must not only ensure that the library is well 

organized and tidy, but also equip students with the tools necessary to maximize their time. 

Understanding how to check if the library has a particular book by doing a catalog search, how to 
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efficiently locate items on shelves, and how to navigate online resources are all skills that will 

allow students to make the most of the library.  

5. The library is a growing organism. 

When Ranganathan first penned the Five Laws in 1933 he could not have foreseen how 

incredibly true this statement would prove to be. Libraries have moved beyond books to 

microfilm, sound recordings, video, audiobooks, computers, online resources and now 

makerspaces including such technologies as 3D printers. The library has done nothing but grow 

and will continue to do so. Librarians are responsible for keeping up with this growth. Effective 

school librarians must not only keep up with the times, but equip teachers with the knowledge 

and skills necessary to leverage library growth in their classrooms. 

If a librarian knows, understands, and applies the Five Laws they will be well on their 

way to making a lasting impact on their communities. The Laws are both all-encompassing and 

specific, providing a solid framework to guide librarians in their day to day work and interactions 

as well as their long term library goals.  

The Colon Classification System 

The Colon Classification System (CCS) is a structure for organizing books and other 

resources that offers more flexibility than the Dewey Decimal System (Kabir, 2003). This 

flexibility is accomplished by categorizing items using five “facets” to capture the full nature of 

the work. The facets are personality, matter, energy, space, and time. The example in figure 3 

shows how the work is broken down into those components, each component assigned a number 

or letter, and the numbers and letters strung together to create a unique call number. The call 

number is broken up by punctuation marks to indicate where one facet ends and the next begins.  

 Ranganathan revised and update the CCS numerous times throughout his life, with six 
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editions published. Even with such devoted work the CCS has never gained wide usage, with 

only 24% of libraries in Ranganathan’s own home country employing the system as of the 1960s 

(Satija & Singh 2013). 

Colon Classification’s Relevance to School Libraries 

A library without some sort of organization system is of very limited use. If a patron is 

unable to locate the book that they need the library might as well not even own a copy. 

Organizational systems help librarians find exactly the right information to meet the needs of 

each patron, harkening back to the Five Laws and the idea that every reader their book and every 

book its reader, as well as the charge that librarians must save the time of the reader. 

While most libraries in the United States employ the Dewey Decimal System there is still 

Figure 3. Colon Classification System Example. The Colon Classification System was 

devised by Dr. S. R. Ranganathan in 1933. Image created by Ellison (2018) from an 

example created by Kelsch (2003). 
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great value in understanding the philosophy behind the Colon Classification System. The process 

of examining and evaluating a resource from various points of view gives a more holistic 

understanding of the work. The basis of CCS is examining each resource and determining its 

attributes, which is the purpose of all cataloging systems. 

Conclusion 

 Ranganathan is known as the father of library science for a reason. The profession as a 

whole owes him a debt of gratitude not only for his material contributions, but for his dedication 

to his work. He devoted his life to the improvement and advancement of libraries and the library 

profession. The Five Laws of Library Science continue to be relevant to librarians in all settings. 

The Laws inspire and motivate. The CCS may not be widely used, but it demonstrates the value 

of multidimensional understanding of library materials, particularly with regard to cataloging and 

retrieving information. 
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Appendix C 

Reference Interview and Code Words 

Interview 

Greg Hardin is the friendly neighborhood librarian, here to help students with their research 

and information needs. In his presentation to the INFO 5208 class he covered the following 

topics: 

Libguides- Libguides are a resource within the library website that can help users to find 

library materials. Libguides recommend specific tools to aid with different types of tasks. There 

are course specific Libguides with curated resources to aid with projects and research specific to 

that course. 

Materials- The UNT library system has a very large collection of materials and resources, 

including print books, eBooks, music, film, and even games. 

Distance Learning- Off campus students can still access physical library materials through 

the distance learning service provided by the library. Students simply input a request for the 

materials and the library will send them through the mail. 

Searching- There are many ways to search the catalog and library website to find exactly 

what is needed. He described the search area as a “bento box” with compartments for different 

types of searches, such as article, database, journal, and website searches.  

VPN- Off campus students may encounter issues with access to library materials due to 

firewalls. By logging in to the UNT VPN site their searches will be performed as if the student 

were on campus. 

ILLiad- If the UNT library system does not hold a desired material students can search in 

partner libraries and request to have the item sent through inter-library loan.  
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Google Scholar- When searching in Google Scholar it is possible to link the UNT library to 

the search so that results re marked with whether they are in the UNT collection.  

Refining and Limiting- Mr. Hardin demonstrated using the refining and limiting tools 

within a database search to narrow the results. 

Refworks- Refworks is a useful tool for managing materials and bibliographies. Users are 

able to create folders and save articles or other materials for future use. Refworks can create 

bibliographies based on the contents of a folder. 

Saving Searches- When searching in EBSCOhost it is possible to save a search for later use. 

Code Words 

APA Basics PowerPoint: APA sample paper 

APA References PowerPoint: reference 

APA Images/Figures PowerPoint: figures 

Reference Interview: I don’t know 


