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Yes, we can: the ‘how to’ of creating school libraries that support selfdirected approaches to learning.
The Bookery, previously a project of Equal
Education, set up its first school library in
Khayelitsha in May 2010. Four years later, 40 school
libraries have been established. While the selection
of the school was often arbitrary and “need””
almost always the overriding factor in deciding
which school got a library, we soon realised thatt
setting up a library was the easy part. Keeping
these libraries open every day of the school yearr
and ensuring that they became dynamic centress
o
of literacy was a far greater challenge. We also
soon learnt that even in schools where teacherss
were passionate, a full teaching workload and
e
a lack of provisioning for a librarian post by the
Department of Basic Education (DBE) made thee
functioning of school libraries impossible.
In 2012, we embarked on a pilot programme,,
which recruited and trained (mainly) recent high
school graduates as library assistants. We recentlyy
commissioned an external evaluation of thiss
programme1, now called the “Library Supportt
Programme”. Here, we share our key lessons learnt..

Establishing dynamic, well-functioning
school libraries … a myriad of needs
Essentially, The Bookery
facilitates the
e
development of support structures in under-resourced schools to create an optimal
environment to deliver sustained literacy
programmes. Our interest in school libraries is not
simply the establishment of spaces where books
1 The external evaluation of the “Youth Librarian Development Programme” was
conducted by Impact Consulting.
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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 selfdirected approaches to learning.

Creative learners

Creative Learners

While our pilot programme was focussed on
developing librarian capacity, we also had a clear
picture of what a good, dynamic, well-functioning
school library might look like. Ironically, however,
this picture is perhaps best explained by
highlighting the key impediments that stand in the
way of establishing the kind of library environment
that we would like to see in all schools.
Provision of adequate and relevant resources:
While the provision of resources (books and other
material) is often a challenge for many schools, it
is often also the one area that is easiest for us to
help schools to 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,
as they do not know what would actually be
enticing for their readers. For example, a book
that is highly recommended by learners in South
Africa’s suburban schools may not necessarily be
a great read for township learners. To address this,
we found a computerised library management
system to be 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
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ability for the literature to speak to the target
community are all key drivers in getting learners
to choose whether to read a book or not.
Buy-in from the school community that we serve:
Any intervention, however well-intentioned, runs
aground if the community served cannot be
carried along. 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 “need” may be everywhere,
but the key to a successful library lies in a school
community that hungers for 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 must
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 a champion/s
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. A principal
who is supportive and well engaged, we have
found, will be the first to showcase who in his
team will be leading the charge on the use of the
library. Addressing other seemingly peripheral
community issues can also create welcome
interest in using and supporting the resource by
adults in the community. The Bookery, in one
such case, ran a workshop on the National Credit
Act for 50 teachers and parents. Participants soon
learned that help was available to them, as long as
they knew where to find what they were looking
for. This school now has an active reading club for
parents and we are starting to see parents actively
encouraging their children to read.
Having the right people as librarians or library
assistants: In South Africa, we see a dichotomy
where a “culture” of reading has perversely
developed along economic and, by extension,
racial lines. It follows then that the communities
that should be reading more have fewer “reading
role-models”, even among teachers in their
communities. Children from communities where
reading is not ingrained have an uphill task when
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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 afford to volunteer.

Creative Learners

where we are able to work on a common vision for
the libraries and affirm the role of library assistants
in holding this vision.
It is our view that ultimately, a fully functional and
sustainable school library must have a trained and
passionate librarian or library assistant. To achieve
this, we have been lobbying provincial education
departments for a long-term commitment of
hiring and supporting librarians in schools. The
Western Cape Education Department (WCED)
and the Eastern Cape Department of Education
(ECDoE) have actively engaged The Bookery
on how to sustain and expand the setting up of
libraries in the two provinces. Though wheels in
government turn slowly and no promises are on
the table, we are encouraged by their enthusiasm
for finding a solution. The WCED has confirmed
their commitment to The Bookery by subsidising
the placement of 10 interns from the Premier’s
Advancement for Youth (PAY) project. The first
library by The Bookery in the Eastern Cape comes
with the expressed permission and support of
ECDoE, and with a promise of finding a solution
to long-term library support from EDULIS in the
Eastern Cape.

What was further reinforced by the
evaluation of our programme?

These dichotomies leave literacy interventions in
schools in the hands of those who do their work
for the stipend it pays, 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 effort into our recruitment process. When
we started this project, we recruited fourteen
library assistants. By the end of the second year,
nine had left the programme. The rigour of our
interview process now ensures that we understand
a candidate’s personal development goals and
future plans. Unlike in the past where almost all
the library assistants were young people, the
current team has a greater generational mix. We
have also brought together universities and other
organisations to intensively train and motivate the
library assistants. To enhance their worth and to
affirm their contribution to their schools we have,
in the last few months of 2014, brought together
a number of principals and teachers to workshops

The independent evaluation of the Library
Support Programme highlighted a number of
factors relevant to the development of libraries. In
addressing what a dynamic and well-functioning
library looks like, we believe that the following key
pillars need to be in place for success.
z The continuous presence of a qualified (or,
at the very least, passionate and well trained)
individual is, for us, a crucial aspect of a wellfunctioning creative learning space. During
our pilot programme, we arranged a once-off
training session. We have since made a shift to
ensuring that continuous training, mentoring
and encouragement is provided to all library
assistants. Simple tasks like daily journals by the
library assistants are major morale boosters.
We have also had incredible insights from
library assistants during visits on how they have
improved library functionality in their schools.
z Partnering with school management: We saw
that by including members of the school and
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the School Governing Body in the selection
process, library assistants have the respect,
sanction and authority to carry out their
functions in their schools. It has been our
lesson that for an individual to be accepted and
welcome in schools, the schools themselves
must be part of the selection process.

Where to from here?
In addressing what makes a school library in an
under-resourced community a success, there
is little doubt that the key structural deficiency
is the provision of permanent funding of the

librarian post. In our experience, funders often
ask, “what happens if this externally-funded
library assistant is no longer available to the
school?” The simplest answer will be to ask the
government to provide posts for school librarians.
With 92% of schools without functional libraries,
we realise the magnitude of the challenge that
we face. It is certainly beyond our punch to lobby
government, at least in the short term. We are,
however, encouraged by the relationships that we
have managed to establish with the two provincial
government Departments of Education, and we
will work towards building on this to ensure a
systemic solution for all schools.

The Bookery (registered as The Library Project Trust)
Postal: PO Box 254, Cape Town, 8001
Office: 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: +27214614189

The DG Murray Trust encourages its implementing partners to
share their experiences and learning in the form of a Hands-on
learning brief. Download guidelines on writing a
Hands-on brief from http://www.dgmt.co.za/what-we-learned/
For more information visit http://www.dgmt.co.za
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