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Abstract: In 2009, staff from the UK based NGO Book Aid International met with long time partners, the Kenya National Library Service to discuss how the new books donated could be more effectively used in libraries. This was the start of the Children’s corners project, which by the end of 2012, will see 12 libraries with welcoming, bright corners for children full of new books and with staff trained in the basics of children’s services. This presentation will discuss how the project has been organized and implemented, what has been achieved, the lessons we have learned and the future plans for building children’s services in libraries in east Africa.
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Promotion of reading culture in the developing economies of east Africa has been a major issue of concern for people, stakeholders in the education sector, the library staff and partners. Over the years, there have been several initiatives and ongoing efforts to improve the reading culture in Kenya, Tanzania and Uganda. Despite these efforts, one common challenge emerged: none of the east African countries are satisfied with the number of active readers among its population.

For several decades, Book Aid International has been a major partner of national library services and contributor to the reading culture in Kenya, Tanzania and Uganda by providing access to reading materials. Kenya is a major beneficiary of this partnership through the Kenya National Library Service. In 2011, Book Aid International provided over 71,000 books to Kenya alone. In addition to these books, Book Aid International and Kenya National Library Service have partnered to run several projects and capacity building initiatives for librarians, students, health workers and teachers across the country. 
Introduction to Kenya National Library Service 
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Kenya National Library Service is a strong, growing and dynamic non-profit state corporation under the Ministry of National Heritage and Culture. It is was established through an Act of Parliament and its mandate includes establishing, equipping, promoting, managing and maintaining library and information services in Kenya. Currently, the Board manages a network of 60 branch libraries countrywide. Through partnership with organisations with similar mandates, Kenya National Library Service also runs various innovative and needs based segmented programmes in most of the branch libraries across the country. Book Aid International is the greatest supporter of Kenya National Library Service book programmes.  
Apart from the Book Aid International supported programmes such as children reading corners and health information hubs, Kenya National Library Service also partners with other organisations to establish and run innovative services across the country. Some of these projects include: youth empowerment projects, national farmers information services and use of camel and donkey mobile services to provide library outreach programmes. 
Introduction to Book Aid International 
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Book Aid International increases access to books and supports literacy, education and development in sub-Saharan Africa. Since 1954, millions of people in small communities, towns, cities, refugee camps, prisons, schools and universities use the over 30 million books we have sent. Every year we pack up over 500,000 new books donated by UK publishers and send them off to libraries in 12 countries across sub-Saharan African and the Occupied Palestinian Territories .Every year, these books reach an estimated 2.5 million people.  
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In 2011 alone, we provided 516,138 books to over 2,000 libraries and resource centres.  From the donkey library service serving schools in rural Zimbabwe to the Dadaab Refugee Camp libraries in north-eastern Kenya, we send books to some of the poorest communities in the world. From information for health professionals in Kenya to book boxes for schools in Tanzania, we add value to our book provision programme through projects and training with partner libraries. We believe that books and libraries are a crucial resource in sub-Saharan Africa. They are vital for quality education - they raise literacy levels, provide information and underpin development. 
Working together to increase library services for children 
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In 2009, staff from the Kenya National Library Service and Book Aid International met to discuss how the new books donated could be more effectively used in libraries. This was the start of the Children’s corners project, currently in its third year. The first six libraries in Kenya were generously funded by the Vitol Charitable Trust and the last six by the Stravros Niarchos Foundation. By the end of 2012, 12 libraries across Kenya will be refurbished, creating welcoming, bright corners for children full of new books, both locally purchased and donated from the UK. In addition to this, 24 staff received training on working with children in libraries. 

In 2011, in a further effort to promote the reading culture among the school children and to contribute to a well run project, Kenya National Library Service and Book Aid International, funded by Pearson UK, worked with local library staff, schools, parents and teachers to establish reading clubs in 10 schools in rural Kisumu County, Lake Victoria Region in western Kenya. 
Project implementation 
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When it began in 2009, the project, which Book Aid International is also doing in Tanzania with the Tanzania Library Services Board, was to refurbish children’s sections and provide new books, both purchased locally and sent from Book Aid International. Overall, by the end of 2012, there will be 24 children’s corners in Kenya and Tanzania, 12 in each country. Six were done in 2010, twelve in 2011 and a further six are currently being implemented. 

Funds were sent to Kenya National Library Service to purchase furniture and local books for the sections while at Book Aid International, we got busy selecting books based on what we were told would be the most appropriate for the sections. Our partners fill out requirements forms to tell us the types and amounts of books they would like. In our warehouse, we try to match these requirements to what books we have in stock that have been donated by UK publishers. Each library received 1,700 books from us and 750 books purchased locally, along with furniture, toys, games and a colourful wall mural to brighten up the section and make it obvious this was a place for children. 
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Initially, the project did not include any training, but during a Book Aid International monitoring visit to a library in Tanzania, we talked to a librarian who said that while she appreciated the books and the added resources, she had never worked with children in libraries and had not been trained to do so. With this information, we went back to the funder and requested funds for workshops to train the library staff in both countries. We were very lucky that that Vitol Chartiable Trust generously agreed to fund these further activities and the Stavros Niarchos Foundation has provided extra funds to continue this training. 
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The four workshops held so far, two in Kenya and two in Tanzania, gave staff from Book Aid International and both library services the chance to work closely together, sharing our experiences and knowledge of working with children in libraries. In these short workshops, we discussed the basics of child development, how to create a welcoming and attractive children’s library, how to choose good books for children, and shared simple rhymes, games, songs, stories, and ideas for activities to do with children, such as crafts and book clubs. 

These workshops added a great deal to the project. By working together to organise the training, the project managers got to know each other much better and we had a chance to also meet and talk more with the library staff implementing the project in the branches. Being together for two or three days, learning and having fun, allowed us to share experiences and ideas and to inspire each other in our work. Things that I learned in workshops in Tanzania, I shared with library staff in Kenya and vice versa. We were unable to secure funding to bring staff from both countries together, but this is something that we hope to achieve in the future. During follow up visits to talk with workshop participants, we were able to do further on-site training by discussing any issues that came up for them and to hear what both the staff and the children thought of the training and the project. 
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One very nice outcome of the workshops in Kenya was the addition of a reading tree in all of the project libraries. During a visit to a community library in Nairobi, we discussed simple ways to make the library more colourful and to allow children to feel that the library was their own without having to spend much money. A tree is made out of paper and put on the wall and leaves cut out of paper are given to the children. Every time they read a book, they put the title and their name and add it to the reading tree. With each book they read, they help the tree to grow. These reading tress have become very popular, some branches have added a second tree or have begun to stick the leaves on the ceilings. 
What we learned: Impact of the project 
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In order to assess the impact of the Children’s corners project, an evaluation questionnaire was distributed to the children and teenagers in the Wajir, Kisii and Nyeri branch libraries. Out of the 100 questionnaires 88 were completed and returned. Most respondents answered all the questions asked, while a few only answered some or provided more than one option in their answer. This may affect the actual number of respondents in each question analysed marginally. The results of the findings of the questionnaires are as follows:

Of the respondents who returned their questionnaires 48% were girls and 42% were boys and ages ranged from 7 to 19 years. Only 22% were in secondary school, while the remaining 78% were in primary schools located in the vicinity of the project libraries. 68% of the respondents said that it was not their first time to visit the section. 
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40% said that they visit the library once a week, 27% revealed that they visit the section several times a week, 12% said they visit on holidays and weekends, 16% said that they visit on daily basis while the remaining 5% revealed that they visit the section once a month.

When asked what they were doing in the children’s corner, the majority or 70% of the respondents said that they were reading books, 10% revealed that they were playing with games and toys and 20% said that they were there to borrow books. 42% found it easy to use the books in the section while 56% said that they find it very easy to use the books. Only 2% said that it was not easy to use the books as they were too complicated for them to read or not in line with their areas of interest. 

They were then asked what they think of the Children’s corners and the vast majority, between 96 to 100% thought the library was conveniently located in a pleasant building, with up to date materials and open at times that worked for them. A smaller majority of 76% felt that the library staff did a good job. The respondents were then asked to give their overall impression about services for children and teenagers in the library. 52% revealed that their overall impression about the library was good while the remaining 48% rated the services as very good.
Results from questionnaire for staff 

Most of the library staff working in the three sections had attended the training on children’s services in libraries. All of the staff had conducted user training with children and teenagers using the libraries, as well as with their school teachers. All of the library staff felt that the project was a success and they revealed that it had increased the library’s visibility and usage. They worked hard to make the most of the project by marketing the service to children in surrounding schools, organising book clubs, meeting with teachers, training them on children’s librarianship and establishing in-house libraries for schools. Most of them are also involved in the drawing of a reading tree in their libraries.
What we learned: the importance of training and follow up visits
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While working on this project over the past two years, it became clear to us all that a great children’s library does not just have some new books and additional resources. While the bright new murals and furniture create a more exciting space, it is the welcome the children receive by the library staff that makes the biggest impact. During our follow up visits to project libraries, we interviewed staff who participated in the training and children using the libraries. In these follow up interviews with participants, all said that they were more confident in working with children and that they now felt more at ease in welcoming them into the library. Several people spoke of realising how much fun it can be to work with children instead of always trying to keep the library, including the children’s section, a quiet space just for study. 
These follow up visits also proved to be very important, as it gave us a chance to discuss with library staff what difficulties they were facing as well as what was working well. Some had questions regarding specific programmes or how to deal with a range of ages of children and ideas were shared on what to do. We also heard what more they think needs to be done to improve the project and services to children in their communities. We also talked with the children, finding out what difference the library makes in their lives and to ask what they thought of the sections and what they would like to see in the future.  

Kisumu Book Clubs and Children in Kenya 
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The establishment of book clubs in Kisumu and eleven other branch libraries has resulted in active use of the library by students and children in informal schools. The library coordinates various children’s activities such as debates, participation in public reading, storytelling, writing stories, and other activities to promote books and reading. This project was started in 2010 by the Kenya National Library Service with funding from the American Embassy and has been a great success. The Kisumu County library branch of the Kenya National Library Service, in partnership with Book Aid International, established more book clubs in schools within the reach of the public library, along with ten schools in rural areas outside of the town. Given the fact that majority of primary schools in Kenya do not have their own libraries, the public library becomes the only turning point for them to access reading materials. 
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The following are some of the objectives of the book clubs:

· Give the children in those selected schools access to wide range of books and other learning activities

· Introduce the children to books at a young age

· Develop the pupils ability to utilise their local public library

· Motivate the children to develop early reading and comprehension skills in an environment outside their schools and homes

· Reduce dependence on curriculum books as the only source of knowledge and information for the children

· Promote the public library as an attractive destination of choice for those children who wish to read, learn and play in safe public spaces outside their schools and homes

Challenges encountered in creating child friendly spaces in Kenyan public libraries: Book Aid International and Kenya National Library Service experience

· Inadequate reading materials in schools and at homes

· Illiterate parents and population that negatively influence the reading habits of the children

· Lack of school libraries and librarians

· Lack of continuous promotional reading activities in public libraries

· Lack of enough time to read in school and at home

· Lack of parental motivation

· Lack of written policy in promotion of sustainable reading culture

· Lack of enough funds

· Poor attitude of Kenyans towards reading

· Congestion and inadequate space at the public libraries

· Demanding curriculum that consumes many hours

· Few library lessons in schools

· Non-existent reading clubs

· Cost of books

· Mixture of languages – English, Kiswahili, mother tongues and sheng, an informal language, all used

· Transport challenges to facilitate visits and circulation of the project books
During our interaction with the various stakeholders including school children, the local public library staff, teachers and parents, it was strongly felt that construction of school libraries was a measure that ought to be taken to improve the situation. However, few schools have the funds to construction whole new rooms for libraries or the funds to purchase books and other resources. The book clubs provide an alternative, cost-effective, solution to this problem, by encouraging schools to find space to set up small libraries with books borrowed from the library.
The role of the book clubs and in the promotion and cultivation of reading culture in schools within Kisumu County 
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Through the coordination of the library, the established book clubs and reading corners have also brought together students and teachers from different schools to work on common initiatives that will help the students to participate in cultural festivals, reading competitions, debates on matters affecting the local community, sharing the challenges in each school, narrating stories from books read, inter school visits and organised book promotion activities that are ongoing throughout the year. 

Each of the project schools also established a library in their school to enhance the activities of the books clubs and to provide library services to students. The library is the main coordination service point while every school has between six to ten book clubs each comprising of about eight pupils. The schools borrow books from the main public library in Kisumu on monthly basis and replenish their stock after the available titles have been used by the students.

Parents of the project schools have also been participating in the promotion of the reading clubs. The parents visit the schools and motivate their children to be active readers. During the Community Reading Day programme, the children read aloud to entertain their parents other community members and show the importance of reading for life.

The book club project is inspiring the librarians, teachers, and students to research more and debate topical local issues, such as governance, environment and readership. Teachers say that the children’s leadership and public speaking skills have improved. Face to face interviews with the children who are frequent users of the library also revealed that their interaction and language skills have improved. Most of the children suggested to us that their school results have improved since they joined the book clubs. Most importantly, the book club activities has presented an opportunity for schools to reach out to each other, share materials and experience, and work together on projects that promote a reading culture. 

Hopes for the future
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Building on these current and successful projects, Book Aid International and Kenya National Library Service have worked together on a proposal to create further book clubs in Kisumu and to extend the book club project to Garissa, a town in North Eastern region of the country. The project beneficiary libraries in Kenya will also expand their outreach programmes to target more children with a variety of child-friendly services. We also hope to extend the children’s corners to more libraries not only in Kenya and Tanzania but also to Uganda in the next year. For Book Aid International, this project has been a major catalyst in our new emphasis on increasing and improving library services for children.

Conclusion 
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Through these projects, we are working together to encourage children to read by developing vibrant children’s sections with new furniture, toys and games, and librarians are enthusiastic about the training they receive in providing child-friendly services.  The project has evolved from simple refurbishment and book provision for a handful of libraries into a wider scale programme that we hope will continue in the coming years. New projects, such as the book clubs, have begun because of the original project and we have learnt a great deal in the implementation process. Our partnerships have been strengthened and we are learning from each other. The children’s corners have changed the perception of both children and parents about the library - from a place for only books and quiet study to an exciting place to learn and grow, a place with wall murals, where children can play games, add to the reading tree and join clubs.
