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Overview of South African 

public libraries


•	 South African public libraries were 
initially set up with a grant from the 
Carnegie Foundation 1928 and followed 
the traditional western model. 

•	 Initially their main aim was educational 
rather than recreational and they played 
an important part in the upliftment of the 
poor white population. 



SA public libraries cont.


•	 The libraries were situated 
predominantly in white metropolitan 
areas. 

•	 There were service points set up in 
black townships but there was little
effort to adapt either the stock or
services to the needs of the users in 
those areas. 



Impact of change of 

government 1994


•	 It was hoped that with the change of 
government there would be a greater 
equalization of service particularly in black 
and poor areas. 

•	 Initially there was funding which was spent on 
infrastructure in terms of buildings. 

•	 As a result of demands on the government in 
terms of education, housing, basic health 
services ad provision of clean water and 
electricity libraries have fallen by the wayside. 



Change of Government 

cont.


•	 Little money for stock and reduced 
funding for staff. 

•	 Many metropolitan libraries have been 
closed or hours of opening and service 
reduced. 

•	 Librarians are also often not qualified.




Government expectations


•	 Dissonance between the aims of 
government and support to achieve this. 

•	 MPCCs (Multipurpose community 
centres) being set up 

•	 Belief that computers will obviate the 
need for both school and public
libraries. 

•	 Outcomes based education

•	 Closure of school libraries 



Literacy levels in South 

Africa


•	 1996 South African census found 

•	 nearly 4.1 million adults aged 20 and over

(19% of such adults) had no schooling at all 
•	 12.1 million adults (aged 15 or older) have

not received a full nine years of general
education (that is 45% of adults) 

•	 If one takes a lower level of seven years of 
schooling, as an indicator of functional
literacy, there are about 7.4 million adults
who are functionally illiterate 



Racial distribution of 

literacy levels


Taking no schooling as an indication of 
total illiteracy, some 24% of African 
adults over 20 are illiterate, 10% of 
Coloureds, 7% of Indians and only 1% 
of Whites. 



Languages in South Africa 
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Languages spoken in South Africa 



Availability of books


•	 95% of books produced are curriculum-based 
education publishing compared to 35% in the 
developed world 

•	 African continent consumes more than 12% of the 
world’s total book output but contributes less than 3% 
of all book read in the world 

•	 Level of connectivity is 7% compared to Europe’s 
45%, America’s 80% 

•	 Difficult for libraries to build up representative 
collections in terms of language and cultural 
accessibility 



Lack of reading culture


•	 In South Africa there is no culture of reading 
for pleasure – Year of the Reader 2002 

•	 It is a largely oral society that regards reading 
as related to education only. 

•	 Libraries are regarded as study halls or 
repositories of educational books. 

•	 Few librarians trained in children’s literature 
and able to help children select books. 





Family Literacy Project


•	 In 2000 the FLP was started with the aim of 
teaching neoliterate or illiterate 
parents/caregivers to read stories to 
preschoolers to develop emergent literacy 
skills. 

•	 Set up in 19 rural sites


•	 Development of the family literacy pack 
including videos in 5 languages and a 
manual. 



Preliteracy skills


•	 hold a book properly


•	 turn the pages 
•	 interpret the pictures


•	 text is written from the top to the bottom 
of the page and from left to right 

•	 familiarity with decontextualised book 
language 



Preliteracy skills cont.


• familiarity with standard beginnings and 

endings such as “once upon a time”


•	 familiarity with story structure


•	 sit still and concentrate on a story for 
short periods of time. 


