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Abstract— The survey aims to investigate distance students’ 

perceptions of the efficacy of the online catalogue as a tool for 

information retrieval at the University of Zambia. A survey 

research design has been adopted in the study. Convenient 

sampling method was used to select 160 distance students. A 

structured questionnaire was developed and distributed to 

undergraduate distance students. The Statistical Package for 

Social Sciences (SPSS) software was used to analyse 

quantitative data into frequencies and percentages. The study 

established majority of distance students rarely used the online 

public access catalogue in exploiting the resources in the 

university library. Instead they employed shelf-to-shelf 

browsing in information searching and retrieval skills. Lack of 

proper orientation and user education were identified as major 

factors militating against their maximum utilization and 

exploitation of the resources in the university library. The 

findings of the study will inform stakeholders on how best to 

turn around the negative trends of OPAC. 
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I.   INTRODUCTION  

The provision of quality library services to those who learn at 

a distance is undoubtedly one of the most exciting and 

challenging developments that have occurred in contemporary 

librarianship.  Distance education has led to the development 

of specialised library and information services that can 

appropriately be called distance librarianship.  The genesis of 

distance librarianship is grounded in the creation of the large-

scaled spread of distance education to satisfy personal and 

national educational goals. The terms distance learning, 

distance teaching, open learning or extended degree 

programme are used interchangeably for distance education. A 

library is the central organ in a university which plays a 

significant role in achieving the objectives of higher 

education.  

With the rapid development of Information and 

Communication Technology (ICT) and the ensuing growth of 

Online Public Access Catalogue (OPAC), access to library 

resources is provided in a more convenient and easy way.  

OPAC refers to information retrieval system composed of 

database of bibliographic records describing the books and 

other materials owned by a library or library system (Popp, 

2012). OPAC is accessible online regardless of geographical 

location making it convenient for remote users or via work 

stations usually concentrated near the library reference desk to 

make it easy for a user to request the assistance of a trained 

reference librarian. 

Nevertheless, the introduction of these emerging technologies 

into the libraries results in different skills requirements to 

enhance full utilization of them. Therefore, the success of 

OPAC implementation in the library depends greatly on the 

extent to which users are kept well informed about OPAC and 

are trained to equip them with requisite skills so that they can 

appreciate and make more effective use of OPAC services. 

Therefore, optimal use of OPAC can be achieved by well-

designed training programme, effective marketing strategy and 

improved accessibility to internet connected computers 

(Msagati, 2014). 

This study investigates perception of distance students toward 

the efficacy of OPAC as an information retrieval tool at 

UNZA. 

A. DISTANCE-LEARNING LIBRARY 

SERVICES 

 

The growth of distance learning programmes at the UNZA has 

tremendous implications for library services because the 
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Library is a dynamic partner in distance learning dedicated to 

the provision of information resources to this group of patrons.  

 The adoption of OPAC in the library is of particular interest 

for distance learners as they need not to spend time to travel 

from their location to the library to know the availability of a 

particular information resource. With OPAC, distance students 

can now browse online through the remote access service the 

physical collection of the library anywhere regardless of their 

geographical location and thus this initiative has saved their 

time and cost of travelling from their geographical locations.  

 

II. STATEMENT OF THE PROBLEM 

UNZA Library has heavily invested on the collection 

development to serve its patrons and implemented OPAC to 

facilitate easy retrieval of these resources. Given the nature of 

distance students being dispersed along the length and breadth 

of the country, the university library has embraced OPAC to 

overcome challenges associated with distance and remote 

locations of patrons. Nonetheless, all these efforts will be 

useless if OPAC remain unused or failed to serve its intended 

purpose. It is therefore expected that distance students should 

make effective use of OPAC to facilitate easy retrieve of these 

materials so as to get value for money. Thus, in view of this, 

monitoring of usage of OPAC by distance students is 

necessary to establish whether these efforts are yielding 

desired fruit.  Today, there is scanty research on the 

perceptions toward OPAC by distance students at UNZA. It is 

against this background that this study was embarked upon. 

 

B. OBJECTIVES OF THE STUDY 

The purpose of this study was to investigate perceptions of 

distance students toward the efficacy of OPAC as an 

information retrieval tool at UNZA. Specific objectives of the 

study are:  

  

1. To investigate distance students’ awareness and use of 

OPAC  

2. To examine challenges faced by distance students when 

accessing the OPAC 

3. To suggest some measures for the improvement of OPAC 

usage.  

 

C. CONCEPTUAL FRAMEWORK 

The conceptual framework adopted for this study is the 

Standards for Distance Learning Library Service developed by 

ACRL (2008). The framework is a concept which postulates 

that every higher learning institution must have a library for 

students, faculty members, staff and administrators of that 

institution.  Students should be able to have the right to use 

resources and services of the library irrespective of their 

location. The framework aligns most closely with the purpose 

of this study as compared to theories in DE. The constructs 

identified in the Philosophy of the Standards for the 

framework are as follows: Access, Support and Information 

literacy and these are relevant to the context of this study. 

  

II. LITERATURE REVIEW 

Today, most libraries worldwide have made a significant leap 

in terms of embracing and adopting technologies in order to 

increase access to and use of library collections. Nonetheless, 

in spite of such huge investment, it is apparent that awareness 

and use of OPAC among library users play pivotal role on 

influencing the effective utilization of the library resources to 

enhance core business of the university, namely teaching, 

learning and research among scholars.  

 

A study by Ruzegea (2012) opines that awareness of OPAC is 

the knowledge of this facility and it is also a first step to 

increase usage of library educational resources to aid students 

in their learning process. This is supported by Ebiwolate 

(2010) found that majority of students were not aware of 

library catalogue as a result they had never used the catalogue. 

The study further revealed that, due to limited use of OPAC, 

majority of students resorted to browse through shelves 

technique to locate books which resulted in frustration and 

thus militated against the use of library information resources.  

Similarly, a study by Bamidele et al. (2014) found that 

majority of respondents were not aware of the efficacy of 

OPAC as a retrieval tool for library information resources. 

Equally, Adedibu (2008) examined catalogue use by science 

students and showed that the users of the OPAC represented a 

small portion with 33 respondents.  

 

Studies by (Arshad, 2012 and Asubiojo and Fabunmi, 2013) 

have identified impediments to effective use of OPAC. These 

factors are lack of awareness, inadequate IT skills, erratic 

power supply, network failure, inadequacy of computer 

terminals and searching library materials in oriental languages 

such as Urdu, Persian and so forth.  

 

On the other hand, studies have revealed that the use of 

OPACs has gradually become more important worldwide and 

many university libraries have embraced OPAC as the 

potential information retrieval tool. Ansaar and Amita (2008) 

on the study of awareness and use of the online public access 

catalogue (OPAC) in five Delhi libraries found that a high 

percentage of respondents are utilising the OPAC as a search 

tool for retrieving documents. Also,  

 

Yusuf (2012) on the study to investigate effective use of 

OPAC at the Lagos State Polytechnic Library, noted that 

majority of respondents used OPAC to retrieve materials in 

the library while. Such improvement is partly due to increased 

awareness campaign, adequate number of access points and 

proper user education programme to users on the use of 

catalogue for retrieval of books and other information sources.  
 

III. RESEARCH METHODOLOGY 

Survey method of research has been employed to conduct the 

study. A structured questionnaire was designed and pre-tested 

to collect the data from distance students in April 2017. A 

five-point Likert type scale with response categories was used 

to mainly get responses from the subjects of the study. Space 

was also provided for additional comments and suggestions at 

the end of the questionnaire. The population for this study 

consisted of all the 8,500 distance students registered under 

the Institute of Distance Education at UNZA. A sample size of 

sixty (60) respondents was purposively selected.  The data 

collected through respondents’ survey were analyzed and 

interpreted using Statistical Package for Social Sciences 

(SPSS) for Windows version 16.0. 
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A. Profile of respondents 

 
For the purposes of collecting information from distance 

students, 100 questionnaires were distributed to students that 

had come for residential school in April, 2017. Out of the 100 

questionnaires distributed to the respondents 90 (90%) copies 

were duly completed, returned and found valid for analysis.  

Out of the 90 respondents, 61 (67.78%) were males females 

and 29 (32.22%) were females.  It is clear from the results that 

more males participated in this study as compared to their 

female counterparts. 

With regard to age distribution, 35 (38.9%) were aged 20 

years and below, 17 (18.9%) were aged between 21 and 30 

years, 18 (20%) were between 31 and 40 years, 12 (13.3%) 

were between 41and 50 years and 6 (6.7%) were above 50 

years. 

Further analysis showed that 20 (22.22%) were in the first 

year, 15 (16.67%) were in second year, 30 (33.33%) were in 

third year and 25 (27.78%) were in the fourth year.  

 
The following were their programs of study:  

 
Table 1: Programs of study 

 
Academic Programs Frequency % 

BALIS 20 22.2% 

BA 31 34.4% 

BAEd 12 13.3% 

B Adult Ed 20 22.2% 

Master of History 5 5.6%) 

BA Dev’t Studies 2 2.2% 

 
IV.  RESULTS  

Awareness of OPAC by distance students 

Respondents were asked to state their level of awareness of 

OPAC. Results in Table 1 indicate that 78 respondents out of 

90 (86.67%) were not aware of OPAC while 12 (13.33%) 

were aware of OPAC. The findings of this study indicated that 

majority of respondents had low level of awareness on the 

OPAC facility. 

 
Table 2: Awareness of OPAC 

 
Awareness  Frequency % 

Yes 12 13.33% 

No 78 86.67% 

Total 90 100% 

 

 

A. Level of OPAC use by distance students 

Respondents were asked to indicate their level of use of 

OPAC. Results in Table 2 show that the majority of 

respondents 77 (85.56%) did not use OPAC, while few 

respondents 13 (14.44%) used OPAC to retrieve library 

materials.  

 
B. Frequency of OPAC use 

Respondents who indicated to use OPAC were asked to state 

their frequency of using the OPAC. Figure 1 indicates that 4 

respondents out of 13 (30.77%) used OPAC on daily basis, 6 

of them (46.15%) used OPAC in 2- 3 days a week and 

3(3.33%) used OPAC occasionally. These findings suggest 

that, the majority of respondents used OPAC to search 

materials in the library on occasional basis. 

 

 

Fig. 1: Frequency of OPAC use 

C. Training on the use of OPAC 

Respondents who indicated to use OPAC were asked to state 

whether they had attended training on the use of OPAC. 

Results in Table 3 show that 5 out of 13(38.46%) attended 

training on the use of OPAC while 8 (61.54%) did not. It is 

evident from these findings that majority of respondents did 

not attend user education training. 

 

Table 3: Training on OPAC use 

 
Training Frequency % 

Yes 5 38.46% 

No 8 61.54% 

Total 13 100% 

 

D. Information retrieval methods 

Respondents were asked to reveal methods which were used to 

retrieve Library materials. Figure 2 shows that 62 out of 90 

(68.89%) retrieved information through direct browsing on the 

shelves, 12 (13.33%) retrieved information with help from 

colleagues and 9(10.0%) retrieved information with the 

assistance of the library staff while 7 (7.78%) did not indicate 

how they retrieved information resources from the library.. 

From the analysis of these findings, it is clear that majority of 

respondents retrieved materials in the library by using browse 

through shelves technique.    

 

 
Fig. 2: Information retrieval methods 
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E. Challenges of using OPAC 

In order to find out the challenges that users encounter in the 

course of using the library OPAC to access library resources, 

respondents who indicated that they had used OPAC were 

asked to indicate challenges in using OPAC. Findings in Table 

4 reveal that 6 out of 13 respondents mentioned limited access 

to computers, 5 stated inadequate searching skills and 3 

mentioned low bandwidth. From these findings, it is clear that 

limited access to computers is a major challenge facing use of 

OPAC by distance learners.  

 

Table 4: Challenges 

Challenges Frequency % 

Limited access to computers 6 46.15% 

Inadequate searching skills 5 38.46% 

Low bandwidth 3 23.08% 

Total 13 100% 

 

F. Opinions of respondents on how to enhance OPAC 

usage by distance students 

An open ended question was given to students to know their 

opinions regarding measures of how OPAC usage can be 

enhanced. Below are their views: 

 Most of the participants were dissatisfied with the number 

of OPAC terminals. Users indicated that they wanted 

terminals at their point of need such as in the stack and in 

reading areas. 

 Need for proper guidance from the librarians on how to 

use the OPAC effectively and what OPAC services are 

offered to students.  

 There is a need to train the users to acquire basic skills in 

searching. The users suggested be providing with 

assistance for the use of OPAC, by the library staff and 

also suggesting for User Orientation Programmes. 

 Some respondents suggested for the distribution of up to-

date library guides explaining about how to use the OPAC 

and other library services, by the library staff 

 

V. Discussions 

The necessity for an effective information retrieval tool in the 

library cannot be overemphasized. OPAC being the most 

efficient information retrieval tool is critical in facilitating 

easy retrieval of library materials. This research attempted to 

investigate perception of OPAC among distance students at 

UNZA. Findings reveal that most of respondents were not 

aware of OPAC and thus only few respondents of them used 

OPAC to retrieve library materials. These findings conform to 

the findings of a study by Bamidele et al. (2014) who found 

that that majority of the respondents were not aware of OPAC. 

It is evident from these findings that lack of awareness of 

OPAC has a negative impact on the use of this tool and 

eventually leads to underutilization of library resources. The 

findings of this study are consistent with the view of Asemi 

and Riyahiniya (2007) who opined that when a user is made 

aware of the resource, it will usually lead to the effective use 

of that resource. This study is also attested to by Fati and 

Adetimirin (2015) who found a significant relationship 

between awareness and utilization of OPAC. On the contrary 

to these findings, a study by Ruzegea (2012) found that all 

students (100%) were aware of OPAC and its functionalities.   

 

This study has also established that study participants used 

various methods to retrieve information resources in the 

library. The most commonly used method was through 

directly browsing the shelves while the least used method was 

OPAC. The probable reason for its extensive use is because 

browse through shelves method is the major alternative 

available at their disposal. This finding confirms the findings 

of Ebiwolate (2010) who revealed that majority of respondents 

were not aware of OPAC with the result that majority of 

students did not use OPAC to retrieve materials in the library. 

Contrary to these findings, Yusuf (2012) study on the effective 

use of OPAC to retrieve library education resources revealed 

that (91.14 percent) of respondents used OPAC to retrieve 

materials in the library while (8.86 percent) of respondents did 

not use OPAC to browse the library collection. 

 

Apart from awareness of OPAC, other factors such as training 

on the use of OPAC also plays crucial role in influencing 

effective use of this facility. The findings from Table 8 reveals 

that majority of respondents (78.9 percent) who used OPAC to 

retrieve library materials were somewhat satisfied with OPAC, 

while (21.1 percent) of them were satisfied with OPAC. This 

might be attributed to the fact that a good number of 

respondents (71.15 percent) from Table 6 did not attend 

training on the use of OPAC and so the majority of 

respondents lack requisite searching skills.   

These results support the findings of Islam (2010) which 

revealed that majority of respondents prefer to browse books 

through shelves because there is no proper user education 

programme in the university to make proper use of library 

catalogue. The author suggested on users education 

programme to facilitate the use of catalogue.   

These findings also confirm the findings of Thanuskodi (2012) 

who found that typical users of OPAC do not have the range 

of knowledge and skills needed for effective subject search. 

Thus, user community needs to be oriented and trained on the 

use of OPAC in order to ensure optimum use of the resource. 

Such efforts would help to pass on information literacy skills 

to library users to enable them to make effective use of OPAC.  

The study further identified other factors that hinder the 

effective use of OPAC. These factors were low bandwidth, 

limited access to computer and recurrent power outages. These 

findings corroborates to previous findings by (Mulla and 

Chandrashekara, 2009; Fabunmi and Asubiojo, 2013).  

Thus, it is clear that in spite of efforts being taken by the 

library to deploy OPAC to facilitate access and use of library 

information resources, majority of distance students have not 

made effective use of the facility to retrieve information 

resources.    Fati and Adetimirin (2015) echoed the same 

sentiments by stating that setting up OPAC without target 

users being sensitized about its availability, functions and 

benefits can be considered as a waste of resources. 

 

VI. Conclusion and recommendations 

The present study investigated perception of OPAC by 

distance students at UNZA. The findings revealed that the use 

of OPAC by distance students was extremely. The main 

reasons for this state of affairs were due to low awareness of 

OPAC, inadequate searching skills, limited access to 

computers and low bandwidth.     
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These findings suggest that, browse through shelves method 

was the highly used information retrieval method amongst 

distance learners probably because it was the major retrieval 

technique available at their disposal.   It is therefore important 

that the library should help its users to adopt and assimilate 

OPAC since its effective use has a significant impact on the 

teaching, learning and research activities. In order to enhance 

full exploitation of OPAC services amongst distance students, 

there is need for systematic and periodic user information 

literacy training for distance students during orientation 

sessions.   

 

VII. Recommendations 

Based on the findings of this study, the following 

recommendations are hereby advanced:  

1. Distance students should be aware of the benefits of using 

OPAC as an essential information retrieval tool.  

2. Distance students should be encouraged to use the OPAC in 

exploiting the resources in the university library.  

3. Distance students should be discouraged from using shelf-

to-shelf browsing as their preferred method of searching 

library materials 

4. The respondents should be given proper orientation and 

user education as major factors for enhancing their maximum 

utilization and exploitation of university library resources. 
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