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10. Putting Books on Shelves 
The essential tasks for setting up your library are nearly 
complete: putting books on shelves is one of the final 
steps. 

What needs to be checked? 
Before you start to fill your shelves, make sure that every 
book has: 

•	 An individual accession number and entry in the 
accession register.

•	 A nameplate and return date label glued at the front of 
the book. (The school or library name should also be 
stamped in one or two more places inside the book.) 

•	 A spine label. 
•	 A shelf list card. 
•	 A title card. 

If you have left out any of these procedures, it is 
recommended that you complete them now, before you 
start to put books on the library shelves. 

How do you use bookshelves? 
Throughout the world, people use bookshelves in a certain 
way. Your readers may not realise this, so tell them that 
books are put on the top shelf first and then filed from 
left to right. Fiction books are placed on bookshelves in 
alphabetical order. This means that if you have an empty 
bookcase, books by authors whose last names start with A 
will be put on the left-hand side of the top shelf. 

Remember to place the books vertically with the spines 
facing out so the writing on them will be easy to read. This 
means the title, author, and publisher’s symbol will be 
running from the top of the spine to the bottom. Readers 
may need plenty of practice arranging books on shelves 
before they are confident about doing it correctly. 
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One VSO teacher in Kenya remarked, ‘I have spent the past 
year trying to teach students that books are placed on 
shelves with the spine facing outwards, not inwards.’ 

If you have enough books to fill two bookcases, you should 
use the bookcase on the left (as you look at it) first. Arrange 
the books on the top shelf, filling each shelf from left to 
right down to the bottom until every shelf is full. Then put 
books in the other bookcase, starting at the top shelf. 

Figure. 10.1. Books on shelves (Swaziland).

LIBRARY TIP 

If your bookshelves are too tightly packed with books, it 
will be hard for readers to take a book off the shelf. On the 
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other hand, if the books are arranged too loosely, they will 
start leaning and then fall down. One way to overcome 
this problem is to make some L-shaped bookends, or use a 
large stone, for books to lean against. 

 Solving shelving problems 

Problems and solutions 
If the library has only one bookcase, it may be too crowded 
for students to browse when a whole class comes to the 
library together. 

  Solution: Have more bookcases and make them 
lower.

If every reader borrows a book, there may be no books left 
on the shelves. 

  Solution: Lend one book at a time to each reader for 
one week. Make sure that books are returned. Use 
bookends or stones to keep books from falling out of 
order on the shelf. 

Readers may not understand how to find books, or may 
not remember to return books to the shelves. 

  Solution: Explain how the bookcases work. Show 
readers the shelf guide signs and look at the ideas 
for student education in chapters 6, 13, and 14. 

How to help readers use bookshelves the right way 
Readers may forget to put books back on the shelf the 
right way round. Remind them to put the books back in 
the correct place with the spine facing outwards, as shown 
in figure 10.2. Explain that this is so that other borrowers 
can easily find the book they want by reading the title and 
author information printed on the spine. 

If you find readers are not putting books back properly, you 
can also ask readers to leave books on a particular table or 
in a box and then the library monitors or volunteers will 
reshelve them.
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Figure 10.2. Putting books on a shelf the right way. 

What is a shelf guide? 
A tour guide is a person who shows tourists the main 
places of interest and beauty around your country. In a 
way, a shelf guide is similar! It is a guide (or small sign) that 
helps library users find the books they want to read (see 
figure 10.3). 

Figure 10.3. Shelf guide for information (non-fiction) bookshelves.
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Making shelf guides 
Shelf guides are essential and can be made in many ways: 

•	 Paint the name of the type of book (e.g. reference) 
on the shelf. This may be best for a secondary school 
library, especially if you have some good artists. The 
disadvantage of this, however, is that as your collection 
grows the guide may be in the wrong place, so you will 
have to paint over it and then paint the word again on 
the right part of the bookshelf. 

•	 Another method is to stencil the subject name (e.g. 
agriculture) with marker pens on to a piece of strong 
paper, and then pin it on to the shelves. This is a good 
method, but the problem is that it may get torn or fall 
down. Figure 10.3 shows this type of shelf guide. 

•	 If you have very old or torn books that you have 
withdrawn from stock, you can parcel two books of the 
same size together and use them as shelf guides. Just 
draw the letter of the alphabet, or the classification 
code, on to the end of the parcel. You can see examples 
of these in figure 9.1 in chapter 9. This is an easy way for 
readers to find out what they are looking for, and the 
shelf guides are easy to move to the right place when 
your stock grows.

Figure 10.4. Students reading in the library (Ghana).
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