
1 Creative Learners

INCLUSIVE, ENABLING 

COMMUNITIES

RESOURCEFUL YOUNG 

CHILDREN

CREATIVE 

LEARNERS

ENTERPRISING 

SCHOOL LEAVERS

GAME-CHANGING 

LEADERS

Le
t’s

 G
et

 S
ou

th
 A

fr
ic

a 
Re

ad
in

g 
Au

gu
st

 2
01

5

The Bookery, previously a project of Equal 
Education, facilitates the development of support 
structures in under-resourced schools to create 
an optimal environment in which to deliver 
sustained literacy programmes. Our interest in 
school libraries is not simply the establishment 
of spaces where books leave shelves and return 
in an orderly manner. Rather, we aim to develop 
school libraries as spaces that engender creativity, 
learning, critical thinking, literacy development 
and a desire to explore knowledge. Put another 
way, we are interested in school libraries that 
support self-directed approaches to learning. 

We opened our  fi rst school library in Khayelitsha 
in May 2010. Four years later, 40 school libraries 
have been established. We soon however realised 
that setting up the actual libraries was the easy 
part! Keeping these libraries open every day of 
the school year – and ensuring that they became 
dynamic centres of literacy – was a far greater 
challenge. Even in schools where teachers are 
passionate, a full teaching workload and a lack of 
provisioning for a librarian post by the Department 
of Basic Education (DBE) hampered the eff ective 
functioning of school libraries signifi cantly. 

In this article we share what we believe to be 
the most important features of a dynamic, well 
functioning library - and some of the lessons we 
learned in the process of creating them.

Provision of Adequate and 
Relevant Resources

While the provision of resources (books and 
other material) is often a challenge for schools, it 

is frequently the one area that is easiest for us to 
help schools address. We saw that a great deal of 
inappropriate material ended up on school library 
shelves. We realised that schools often found 
choosing shelf material to be a challenge, because 
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they do not know what would be interesting for 
their readers. For example, a book that is highly 
recommended by learners in suburban schools 
may not necessarily be a great read for township 
learners. We also found that a computerised 
library management system is an integral part of 
the investment in the school, and we now insist 
that such a system be adopted. At the click of 
a button, schools can get reports on the top 50 
readers in any library, what they are reading and 
how frequently popular books are checked out. 

As we continue to improve the quality of books we 
deliver to school libraries – by continually collating 
data from the libraries we have established – we 
see that age-appropriateness, language and the 
ability of the literature to ‘speak’ to the target 
community, are all key drivers in getting learners 
to choose whether or not to read a book.

Buy-In from the School Community 

Good intentions and even the best expertise 
cannot deliver any value to a community that is 
resistant to the changes being suggested. We 
have learned that even though a library might 
be needed, the key to a successful library lies in a 
school community that really want this resource. 

Maintaining a library is an enormous commitment 
for a school. It is imperative that the principal, the 
school management team, the school governing 
body and at least a few key teachers appreciate and 
want a library desperately, if all the ancillary aspects 
that come with establishing and maintaining 
a library are to succeed. Our experience is that 
identifying one or a few champions within the 
school, who fuels enthusiasm for the establishment 
and ongoing use of the library, is crucial to ensure 
buy-in and ongoing support for this resource. 
Our “library-ready selection criteria” now include 
a “gently-invasive” approach where we seek to 
understand various dynamics within the school 
before promising a library. 

Addressing other seemingly peripheral community 
issues can also create welcome interest in using 
and supporting the resource by adults in the 
community. In one such case we ran a workshop 
on the National Credit Act for 50 teachers and 
parents. We used this as an opportunity to also 
inform the participants about literacy resources 
available to them. This school now has an active 
reading club for parents and we are starting to see 
them encouraging their children to read too.

We have also seen that by including members 
of the school and the school governing body in 
the selection process, library assistants have the 
respect, sanction and authority to carry out their 
functions in their schools.

Having the Right People as Librarians or 
Library Assistants 

In South Africa there are few adult “reading role-
models” in communities that can hugely benefi t 
from a culture of reading for pleasure. Children 
from communities where reading is not ingrained 
have an uphill task when taking up reading for 
enjoyment. Increasingly, we see that while many 
South Africans are willing to donate books, many 
avid readers tend to be from suburbia and are 
unable or unwilling to volunteer in poor schools 
where the sharing of their love of books is most 
needed. Those in poor communities who can read 
and are willing to share this love of reading often 
cannot aff ord to volunteer. 

These dichotomies leave literacy interventions 
in schools largely up to those who do their work 
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for stipended pay, rather than out of a genuine 
interest to help learners improve their reading. It 
is for this reason that we invest a huge amount of 
time and eff ort into our recruitment process. 

When we started our librarian development  
project, we recruited 14 library assistants. By the 
end of the second year, 9 had left the programme. 
The rigour of our interview process now ensures 
that we understand a candidate’s personal 
development goals and future plans. Previously 
almost all our library assistants were young people, 
but our current team has a greater generational 
mix. We have also brought together universities 
and other organisations to train and motivate the 
library assistants. 

Initially we had once-off  training sessions, but we 
have since made a shift to ensure that continuous 
training, mentoring and encouragement is 
provided to all library assistants. Simple tasks like 
daily journals by the library assistants provide 
major morale boosters.

Ultimately, a fully functional and sustainable 
school library must have a trained and passionate 
librarian or library assistant. To achieve this, an 
important part of our work involves lobbying 
with government to hire and support librarians 
in schools. We are encouraged by the level of 
engagement and enthusiasm of some provincial 
government departments, specifi cally in the 
Western and Eastern Cape.

What Next?

In our experience there is little doubt that the key 
structural defi ciency is the provision of permanent 
funding of the librarian post. Private funders are 
reluctant to sponsor this position because they see 
it as a long term investment that can jeopardise 
functionality of the library if funding is withdrawn. 
Ideally we need government to provide posts 
for librarians in all schools across the country. 
With 92% of schools without a functional library, 
we realise this will be a major, but ultimately 
worthwhile  undertaking.

In closing, establishing a well functioning school 
library in every school should be an important 
priority if we are serious about developing the 
literacy skills of our children and young people.  At 
The Bookery we have acquired good experience on 
how these libraries can be successfully established 
and managed in the South African context.  What 
is now needed is the political will and large scale 
support to make it happen.

The Bookery (registered as The Library Project Trust) 
Postal: PO Box 254, Cape Town, 8001 
Offi  ce: Ground Floor, Plein Park, 69-83 Plein Street, 
Cape Town, 8001
Email: info@thebookery.org.za 
Website: www.thebookery.org.za
Twitter: @thebookery1 
Facebook: thebookery1
Telephone: +27 21 461 4189


