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Introduction 

What is this book about? 
This book explains how you can set up and run a successful 
school or community library. In it, you will find advice and 
information on how to: 

•	 Set up a small library and build bookshelves 
•	 Select books for your library 
•	 Make a written record of your library’s books, 

pamphlets, and other library stock, such as newspapers, 
magazines, audio tapes, and videos 

•	 Divide the library stock into subject areas 
•	 Choose the best method of letting people borrow 

library books 
•	 Repair damaged books

In addition, you will find useful library tips and teaching 
tips throughout the book and, in chapter 16, the addresses 
of international organisations that may supply free books 
to your library. 

Why do you need to use this book?
If you are planning your first library, this book will 
guide you through each step. If your library is already in 
operation, this book will help you to ensure its success 
– but do think carefully before you make any changes. 
You may not need to make many improvements if the 
books and other stock are easy to find, if they are in good 
condition, and if people use the library whenever it is 
open. However, if your library suffers from complicated 
procedures that are not maintained, if it lacks stock, or if 
it is underused by readers (perhaps because they think 
it is an unfriendly place), then this book will help you. It 
explains how to improve and simplify your library systems, 
and gives you ideas to encourage people to use the library. 
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Organising or reorganising a library can seem complicated. 
By reading this step-by-step guide, you should be able to 
obtain a clear idea of what needs to be done and why, so 
that you can explain the importance of library systems to 
people who help you. Be prepared for questions such as 
‘Why are we making a library?’ or ‘Why are we organising 
the books in this way?’ Your answers will encourage 
people’s interest. Remember that a successful library will 
be used often and by everybody, so the more people you 
can interest in it, the better. 

A good library looks friendly and has lots of posters, as 
well as curtains for the windows. All these ideas might 
work well in your library. Study areas are best set up 
around a table with chairs, but many people prefer mats or 
comfortable chairs for leisure reading.

Figure 0.1. A welcoming library in Lesotho.

How to use this book 
The book is divided into chapters. Each chapter gives you a 
step-by-step explanation of the things to do, and the order 
in which to do them, to make a well-organised library. In 
each chapter, you will find advice on: 
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•	 What you need to do 
•	 Why you need to do it 
•	 How to do it 

There are also comments from African Library Project 
librarians and volunteers working with VSO UK and their 
national counterparts on their experiences of setting 
up libraries in primary and secondary schools and 
communities. 

It is recommended that you first read the book through 
from beginning to end. You will see that some of the 
procedures involved in organising a library are essential 
(i.e. things you must do for success), while others are 
optional (i.e. things you can do to improve the library, 
if you have the time and energy). Think about how 
these ideas will work at your library, and make sure you 
discuss your library plans with others – with your library 
committee at a community library or with the library 
committee, headteacher, staff, and students at a school 
library. After deciding which systems are appropriate for 
your library, read the book for a second time. This time, 
follow the instructions and start to organise the library as 
you read the chapters. 

Some words describing library work might be new to you. 
Selected words are explained at the back of the book in 
the Keywords section starting on page 187. Keywords are 
listed alphabetically. 

This book is written for people at libraries with very little 
money. These libraries are lucky enough to have people 
like you who want to help by making a user-friendly library 
for them. In this manual, we use the term ‘librarian’ to refer 
to the people who are in charge of a school or community 
library on a day-to-day basis, even though you might not 
have any training in library science.

Good luck! 
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TEACHING TIP 

A story about football posters 
This is the story of a school library that was beautifully 
organised but that nobody ever used. The librarian just sat 
at the desk all day in a big room that was full of books. 

It was very boring. She wanted to encourage students to 
use the books but, whatever she did, the students just 
didn’t seem interested. 

One day, the librarian received a football magazine from a 
friend in the city. For a change, she cut out and pinned up 
some of the best pictures at the far end of the room. Then 
she wrote on the blackboard in every classroom: ‘Who won 
the World Cup? The answer is in your library.’ 

It wasn’t long before three students were standing at the 
library door. ‘Can we come in wearing our sports clothes?’ 
they asked. The librarian laughed. ‘Of course, you can! Your 
clothes don’t matter. Everyone can use the library! Just 
please wash your hands first.’ 

The students hurried past the bookshelves and started 
looking at their heroes in action. They were thrilled by the 
pictures and told each other so with enthusiasm. 

Some girls came to the library door, ‘What’s all the noise 
in here?’ asked one. The librarian explained that some 
football fans were looking at pictures of the World Cup. 
‘But I thought people had to be quiet in the library, like in 
church,’ said the student. ‘Oh no,’ replied the librarian, ‘you 
can talk in here if you want, especially if it is about things 
you find in the library, but try not to shout!’ 

The girls went over to the posters just as the first group of 
students had finished. Instead of walking straight out of 
the library, the boys began to look around to see what else 
they could do. One saw a large map of the country and 
went to find his village; another began flicking through 
a copy of Time magazine; and another, who hoped to be 
the school’s team captain, began looking for a big book on 
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football tips. That is how students at Riki Oye School found 
out about the books in their library. Since then, the library 
has been used by students every day, sometimes for study 
and sometimes just to enjoy looking at pictures of football 
stars!

Figure 0.2. Students feel comfortable in a library decorated with 
posters (Swaziland).
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