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ABSTRACT The study set out to investigate the impediments confronting both postgraduate and undergraduate
students in utilizing and accessing library resources in South Africa. The objective of this paper was to investigate
the impediments confronting both postgraduate and undergraduate students in utilizing and accessing library
resources. This paper used a literature review methodology, presented the findings and made recommendations to
the government pertaining to various actions that should be taken in order to ensure that both postgraduate and
undergraduate students have access to library resources and at the same time able to utilize Internet facilities within
the campus vicinity. The findings from this studies revealed that the majority of both postgraduate and undergraduate
students were affected by poor facilities such as fluctuation of the Internet and unstable wireless network, and
inadequate access to current published materials like books. The paper recommended that the government should
collaborate with other government organizations and Non-Governmental Organizations (NGOs) by informing and
educating them on the need to support her in order to enable her effectively, finance and provide conducive library
resources, enabling access, and reading facilities to the students in various tertiary institutions of learning.
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INTRODUCTION

Library resources play an important role in
facilitating learning in all the academic institu-
tions across the globe (Altbach and Teichler
2001; Biddiscombe 2002; Paul 2016). The view
of access to and utilization of the library resourc-
es by both postgraduate and undergraduate stu-
dents in developed countries cannot be quanti-
fied or compared to the rate at which the stu-
dents in higher education of learning in devel-
oping countries access and used the library re-
sources. Arguably, there are wide gaps between
the access and uses of library resources in de-
veloped countries and underdeveloped coun-
tries. Interestingly, it is very important at this

point to state that the higher institutions of learn-
ing in developed countries have gone extra miles
in structuring their academic libraries in such a
way that different academic users in their vari-
ous institutions can easily access different pub-
lished materials electronically. Additionally, some
higher institutions of learning in African coun-
tries are yet to emulate the rate at which the
developed countries have been making best
used of their academic library resources (Rivers
et al. 2016).

Although South Africa has attempted to
bridge the digital divide, which includes a pro-
gram developed in Durban, yet the access rate
to information is still low. This is due to low
access to technology and a lack of documented
cultural heritage, which motivated the creation
of an online indigenous digital library as part of
public library services (Greyling and Zulu 2010).
By critically examining some academic libraries
in most of the higher institutions of learning in
African countries such as Nigeria and South
Africa among others, it is assumed that inade-
quate Information and Communication Technolo-
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gy (ICT) skills personnel was one of the most
important obstacles facing them (Baro and Eze
2015; Rivers et al. 2016). By positioning some
qualified ICT skills personnel to manage many
strategic positions at the academic libraries
would assist in ensuring adequate control, eval-
uation and monitoring of the academic library
resources. It would assist these personnel to
know which latest books or articles are expected
to be ordered for or rejected at a crucial moment.
These personnel could easily use his or her skills
to determine how many published books or arti-
cles could be subscribed for over a period of
time bearing in mind of the budget allocated to
execute this project.

Interestingly, many higher institutions of
learning have embarked on digitization of many
published materials (Hayden et al. 2016; Leven-
son 2016), to the extent that they are presently
subscribing to many publishers’ database in-
stead of subscribing or buying books and/or
ordering for published articles. Many research-
ers of this related topic have therefore argued
that investing heavily or hugely into the data-
base of several publishers of books and articles
could be too expensive (Smith and Smith 2016).
In contrary to this view, some researchers ex-
pressed their view that subscribing into the pub-
lishers of academic books and journals is the
best and in fact, they emphasized that most of
all the higher institutions of learning in the de-
veloped countries subscribe hugely into the
database of many publishers and all these were
easily made accessible to and usable by their
academic users. The authors of this paper there-
fore, believe that various higher institutions of
learning in South Africa can choose any of the
options suggested in order to meet the required
demand of their postgraduate and undergradu-
ate students and improve access and use of li-
brary resources.

Furthermore, inadequate spaces for the in-
stallations of various library resources have been
seen as another challenge facing many estab-
lished academic library resources in most of the
higher institutions of learning in South Africa
(Phukubje and Ngoepe 2016) and these have
adverse effects on learning. Many postgradu-
ate and undergraduate students suffered im-
mensely in submitting their research assignment
or proposal due to inadequate computers within
their academic library institutions. Realistically,
there are inadequate spaces that could accom-

modate a huge number of both undergraduate
and postgraduate students in some higher insti-
tutions of learning in developing countries (Ali
and King 2015). In fact, a few facts about the
higher institutions academic library in South
Africa is that they often use the “first come first
serve approach” for issuing library books to stu-
dents, which serves as an advantage to some
students and disadvantage to others who could
not have access to theirs. The implication of
this disadvantage to students is that it ultimate-
ly prevented them from getting their work done
and submitted on time.

The role of the Internet in accessing and
using library resources cannot be overempha-
sized in any higher institution of learning in
South Africa. Unquestionably, the greatest im-
pediment facing the both undergraduate and
postgraduate students in accessing and using
library resources is Internet (Israel 2015; Kro-
nenfeld and Bright 2015; Nazir 2015). Internet
facilities have been one of the major challenges
that have not been adequately rectified to sooth
the purpose of academic or students’ accessi-
bility to information.

Objective of the Study

To find out the major problems facing both
postgraduate and undergraduate students in ac-
cessing and using academic library resources.

Research Question

What are the major barriers  facing both post-
graduates and undergraduates students in ac-
cessing and using available information resourc-
es at the academic library?

Problem Statement

Many academic libraries in the tertiary insti-
tutions of learning in African countries includ-
ing South Africa have improved tremendously
due to some innovation made to improve both
undergraduate and postgraduate academic learn-
ing, and yet, some tertiary institutions are still
facing some internal crisis in relation to access
and use of library resources. Some of the recent
challenges include lack of qualified IT (Informa-
tion Technology) skills personnel, and irregular
functioning of some library resources such as
computers. In addition, some of the computers
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are obsolete versions. These have resulted in a
slow rate of access and use of quick information
for research and students’ assignment that may
require a certain due date for submission. Sadly,
some students often fail due to some poor li-
brary academic environment, which is not con-
ducive for learning such as inadequate furnished
furniture, which could made learning comfort-
able to students. Some students are often strand-
ed to secure a place to seat at some of these
academic libraries in order to access and use
library resources. Installations of various library
resources or facilities such as the Internet have
been seen as another challenge facing access
and use of library resources in some tertiary in-
stitutions of learning in South Africa. Therefore,
there is a need for the government to urgently
intervene in order to reduce or improve some of
these impediments confronting some tertiary
institutions in South Africa.

METHODOLOGY

This paper used a review of literature from
journals, books, dissertations and Internet
sources. Also, the researchers used their experi-
ence and knowledge in Library and Information
Science (LIS) and Public Administration dis-
courses on issues pertaining to the challenges
faced by academic libraries in accessing and uti-
lizing information in some higher institution of
learning in South Africa.

OBSERVATIONS  AND  DISCUSSION

Academic Library

Jonathan (2012) states that “the libraries help
students learn when they are away from their
teachers, which reflects in the library’s dedica-
tion to the section, organization, preservation,
socialization and making available for use of the
information and essential knowledge of earlier
generation to the latter one. Library is an instru-
ment for all purposes of other institutions and
agencies. It is also an institution in its own right
in the community”. It is close to the people and
it is there to help them, it is also an active and
skillful agent to promote basis, which exempli-
fies education for individual fulfillment on the
one hand and the general of welfare of society
on the other.

Agyen-Gyasi et al. (2010) state that academ-
ic libraries are important providers to informa-
tion and assist a wide range of information seek-
ers since they provide a place for students and
other users to do their research and progress
their knowledge. Maitaouthong (2012) also not-
ed that academic libraries help in finding, using
and understanding applicable information that
opens up chances for lifelong learning, literacy
enhancement, informed citizenship, recreation,
creative imagination, individual research, criti-
cal thinking, and ultimately, empowerment in an
increasingly complex world. The equitable ac-
cess to information is essential to enable edu-
cated and informed citizens to participate in a
democratic global community. The fundamental
role of any academic library is to collect, pro-
cess and store, disseminate and utilize informa-
tion to provide services to the academic and
research community. A well-stocked academic
library is a storehouse of information, or a record
of human experience to which users may turn to
for data or information. Academic libraries gen-
erally contribute to the total development of the
teachers and students in no small measure (Khan
2014).

Information

Ajiboye (2007) indicated that information is
a data that has been subjected to some process-
ing functions capable of answering user’s que-
ry be it recorded, summarized, or simply collect-
ed that would help decision-making. It is well
understood in terms of books, journals, maga-
zines, public and private sector documents of all
kinds, whether published for mass circulation or
unpublished and restricted or confidential in
nature, results of research efforts, which are
made available to users in form of reports, books
articles and non-printed materials.

Access

It is noted that not many students are aware
of the new technologies such as databases and
in fact, they do not know how to get to databas-
es that are relevant for their particular field or
sometimes when accessing information, they
may find that the university is not subscribed to
that particular database. Somi (2004) noted that
“students do not seem to be very confident in
using the Online Public Access Catalogue
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(OPAC). However, students should be stimulat-
ed on how to use OPAC before browsing on the
shelves and also for information to be retrieved,
students are essential to be information literate.
It is a responsibility of all academic libraries to
equip students with the needed information skills
to function effectively and to meet challenges
of the information age”. Anafo and Filson (2014)
argue that students are not able to access rele-
vant information because of lack of skills in terms
of concept identification, search strategies, in-
formation sources, proper use of library cata-
logue, ethical and legal use of information, and
it is a fact that these deficiencies on the part of
the majority of the students could negatively
affect the teaching and learning process.

 Emmanuel and Jegede (2011), who conduct-
ed a research study on information needs and
information seeking behavior and use of infor-
mation resources by students, claim that stu-
dents are complaining about the energy and time
wasted by accessing information. Students need
training and assistance on how to access and
use information through databases as well as
OPAC effectively and efficiently from the uni-
versity librarians. Sometimes information may
be not easily accessible at the university library
due to the student’s failure to access informa-
tion resources or libraries failure to deliver needed
materials to student. Ugah (2008) noted that
“there are two kinds of failure in the library use.
These include the library failure and student’s
failure. One of the most important library fail-
ures include failure to acquire or produce the
materials needed by the students while the stu-
dents’ failure involved bibliographical and phys-
ical aspects. The bibliographical aspect involves
the students’ inability to find the item sought in
the library catalogue. The physical aspects in-
volved the failure to find the material housed in
the library”.

Oyewusi (2009) believes that the reason for
inaccessibility is that users do not know exactly
what they want, and if they do, they cannot talk
about their needs accurately to the library staff.
The bibliographic or intellectual access to the
content of the library is inadequate owing to
poor indexing system in the library on the li-
brary catalogue or on the library collection it-
self. The circulation policy of the library is inef-
ficient, shelving methods are inadvertent and
guides to the library arrangement are lacking.
Unnecessary physical and administrative barri-

ers are imposed upon the use of the library ma-
terial by the library management.

Ugah (2008) argues further that failure to find
information material on the shelves has been
bibliographically identified in the library cata-
logue is a common frustration and a challenge
to library management, this can be because there
is no indication on the library catalogue or that
item is lost, sent to bindery for repair, and weed-
ed or stolen. Sometimes, items may be incorrect-
ly shelved due to lack of cognizant observa-
tions. Library staff may have removed materials
for their private use or that of their relatives,
friends and associates. Other significance in-
cludes circulation policies and insufficient loan
system. Omeluzor et al. (2013) revealed that “li-
brary resources are not easily accessible to the
students due to inadequacies emanating from
out-datedness of resources, ineffective biblio-
graphic organization and ineffective library ser-
vices. Vor dem Berge et al. (2015) noted that li-
brary users could be served better if there is a
possibility for them to have access to other li-
brary collections through resource sharing and
the use of electronic databases”.

Availability

Some materials at the library are available on
OPAC but not available on the shelves, which
make it difficult for the students to get them.
Other materials are available both on OPAC and
on the shelves but they are either damaged or
have some missing papers. Adeoye and Popoo-
la (2011) noted that resources may be available
and even identified bibliography as relevant to
one’s subject of interest but users may not be
able to lay hands on them. This may be due to
the fact that information resources are in a spe-
cial collection, and as a result, they can be closed
to the users or may be unknown since there is
no indication that user education was conduct-
ed to inform the library users.

Use

Nwobasi et al. (2013) pointed out that stu-
dents use information in updating knowledge
and development of personal competencies,
when conducting a research, development of
personal competencies and writing of assign-
ment. It should be noted that various types of
information resources mostly consulted by stu-
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dents are textbooks, periodical journals, refer-
ence books and project report although many
students are affected by insufficient informa-
tion resources, inadequate qualified librarians
and lack of time to access the information re-
sources. Clifford and Obadare (2014) argue that
no matter how rich a library collection may be, it
is said that if the users do not effectively make
use of them, the library collection is regarded as
a waste.

Challenges in Accessing and Using
Information at Academic Libraries

According to the recent studies conducted,
there are many challenges facing many post-
graduate and undergraduate students in access-
ing and using information at academic libraries.
For instance, Benard and Dulle (2014) revealed
that lack of professional staffs is the main chal-
lenge in many libraries, therefore, it is difficult
for students to access the right information at
right time and get right guidance on how to find
and use information in such libraries because
the information resources like textbooks are just
scattered over the tables and others to the
shelves and most of them are not catalogued
and even classified.

According to the information gathered by
Anafo and Filson (2014), sometimes students’
challenges can be caused by inadequate knowl-
edge on how to search for information from the
library catalogue. They even fail to differentiate
between library catalogue and bibliographic da-
tabase, and for that reason, failure to know search
strategies may results in the inability to retrieve
relevant information.

Somi (2004) also mentioned some of the prob-
lems facing academic libraries include loan peri-
od, books are placed on short loan to allow all
students to access them and other students on
the other hand keep the materials for longer pe-
riod of time while others are suffering, this is
because libraries do not have enough materials
to support the student’s information needs. “A
good library must make sure that there are books
and extra copies that are placed on the shelves
not on short-loan only but could be digitalized
for the purpose of making information accessi-
ble through the use of computer. Another chal-
lenge facing academic libraries include the in-
creasing cost of reading resources and limited
budget that reduce the amount of learning mate-

rials to be acquired, increasing students and lim-
ited skills required to access and utilizing infor-
mation” (Thanuskodi 2013).

In addition, Somi (2004) also points out that
another challenge confronting academic librar-
ies is the discovery of new technologies, and on
the other hand, Benard and Dulle (2014) noted
that these challenges are caused by scarcity of
current readings and research material, inade-
quacy of computers as well as slow Internet con-
nectivity. Urhiewhu (2014) included that the chal-
lenges are even caused by the insufficient com-
puters with Internet facilities, incessant power
outage, slow Internet connectivity, difficulty in
finding relevant information, and lack of ICT
skills. Okafor (2011) states that “libraries do not
frequently meet the academic need, and this may
be due to lack of current printed library resourc-
es especially the professional journals or due to
lack of computer services including the Internet
or inability of the librarians to provide the re-
quired information”.

Challenges Confronting Undergraduate and
Postgraduate Students and Academic Library
Staffs in Accessing and Using Academic
Library Resources in the Tertiary Institutions
of Learning

The review of the study conducted by Ng-
congolo at the University of Fort Hare (UFH)
library in 2015 shows that both undergraduate
and postgraduate students encountered the fol-
lowing problems (Ngcongolo 2015).

Books Being Lost or Damaged

Some of the challenges faced by many stu-
dents in order to access and use the library in-
formation were due to loss of many academic
books or damage. The majority (95%) of the re-
spondents said that the library information is
not enough, as they find it difficult to get rele-
vant books for the information needed. The re-
spondents also said that the information avail-
able in the library is either damaged or have some
missing papers.

Lack of Current Information Material

There are little or no current materials avail-
able at the library. The finding shows that the
students often complain that the relevant books
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for their assignments and research topics are
either not available or too old. Therefore, the
result shows that the library has little or no cur-
rent information materials for the students.

Bad Arrangement or Mixed Up
Information Material

The books in the shelves are usually not
properly arranged according to their order, which
then makes it difficult to find book(s) they are
looking for. Observably, not all materials are avail-
able at the library or some of the materials are
specifically available in Online Public Access
Catalogue (OPAC) but not available on the
shelves, which make it difficult to find them to
access and use for their research work.

Books Being Checked Out

The finding also shows that the books that
are in demand are few as a result those books
are always placed on short loan. Therefore, many
students are unable to use those books.

Slow Internet Connectivity

The finding reveals that sometimes library
Internet is not working properly due to slow
down of Internet connectivity, and as a result,
the students are unable to access and use on-
line information such as e-books.

Perception of the Majority of the
Undergraduate and Postgraduate Students
on Ways to Overcome Some of these
 Challenges

The following suggestions were revealed
(Ngcongolo 2015):

The library should ensure that all the in-
formation materials are available and ac-
cessible to the students and other users
and also make sure that those materials
especially books are being placed in a
rightful manner.
The library should digitize all books in
order to have more services to offer re-
garding number of books. University stu-
dents and other users will be able to ac-
cess and use books from anywhere.

All students should be taught how to use
Online Public Access Catalogue (OPAC)
so that they can use the library even from
their rooms.
The library should fix the computers that
are not working and get more computers
and there should be a computer lab for
both undergraduate and postgraduate
students at the library so that if the books
are checked out, there will be a backup
for students who do not have laptops.
They also suggested that more employ-
ees are needed so that they can collect all
the books, which are left in the desks by
students and arranged them in their
shelves for quick accessibility.
The library should provide recent infor-
mation materials and notify students and
other users on new arrival of the new in-
formation resources or there should be
an interesting display of new books on
the new arrival display rack.

CONCLUSION

The study has revealed that most of the un-
dergraduate and postgraduate students often
find it difficult to access and use the information
in the academic library due to lack of informa-
tion resources in the library such as obsolete
published materials and when the item is being
checked out, there are some instances of net-
work failure. With this view, most of the under-
graduate and postgraduate students are often
not satisfied with the library Internet. Further-
more, the majority of the students do not under-
stand the need of using the library since library
lacks information resources. Importantly, stu-
dents need library information resources to sat-
isfy their academic needs. However, the library
activities would fail if both undergraduate and
postgraduate students were not able to access
and use available information resources to car-
rying out their assignments. An academic library
is one of the major sources of information for
students, therefore, the UFH library should ful-
fil students’ information needs by means of do-
nating, purchasing and providing new informa-
tion resources such as books and academic jour-
nals in order to replace some of the obsolete
ones available in the shelves and also ensure
effective and efficient internet access to stu-
dents and other users.
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 RECOMMENDATIONS

The UFH management should ensure that
the library is properly funded in terms of
the university’s overall budget allocation.
The government should purchase and en-
sure that all the academic libraries have
recent books and academic journals in or-
der to facilitate successful learning.
The UFH executive should always ensure
that the Internet facilities are improved and
constantly available for all the users.
The University management should also
encourage the University Library to orga-
nize several training, workshops and sem-
inars for the purpose of creating new aware-
ness of essential information, increasing
and improving academic skills and new
knowledge that could be of benefit to the
library users in their academic research.
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