
Foreword
Setting up and running a library can be one of the most 
satisfying jobs you perform. As a librarian, you will be in 
a position to nurture the development of children’s and 
adults’ love of books while encouraging them to read. This 
in turn will help improve their literacy skills, which I hope 
they will enjoy, retain, and share. You can also show readers 
how to find information from the books in the library, 
and this, too, is a skill for life. People need information to 
educate themselves and develop their true potential, and 
for this they need literacy and research skills, as well as 
access to books. 

Setting up a library is also a great challenge. It can be hard 
work, so it is recommended that you work closely with 
many other people at your school or in your community. 
In this way, the library will belong to everyone and will 
benefit many generations.

Chris Bradshaw
Founder, African Library Project

A library is, at its best, a liberatory space - a place where 
members of a community can select books that will 
expand their knowledge, deepen their understanding, 
broaden their horizons and set their imaginations free. 
This manual is a tool to enable any school or community 
to create such a space. It is a step by step guide written 
specifically for people in sub-Saharan Africa who are 
passionate about the power of literacy and libraries but are 
not professional librarians. 

The African Library Project (ALP) distributes this manual 
free of charge in recognition of the tremendous capacity 
of communities to come together and create a library with 
few material resources. With this manual, a dedicated team 
will be able to develop a space that celebrates a reading 
culture and empowers readers with access to education. 
ALP volunteers are thrilled to play a small part in the 
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development of these spaces through the sharing of this 
manual and the donation of gently used books. We hope 
that this manual is helpful as you create a library that will 
be an enduring contribution for your community. We wish 
you much success in your endeavours.

Isabelle Mussard
Chief Executive Officer, African Library Project

Editor’s Note
This book has been written to help you to set up and 
run your library. Originally written by Nicola Baird and 
VSO UK, it is based on many years of experience of VSO 
teachers and librarians working with local colleagues in 
low-resource schools throughout the developing world. 
We appreciate their willingness to let us use their text 
and drawings. With permission from UNESCO, we also 
include information from Libraries for All, a manual written 
by Laura Wendell for UNESCO. The African Library Project 
(ALP) has rewritten the manual to bring it up to date and 
to include ALP best practices from hundreds of librarians 
in Botswana, Ghana, Kenya, Lesotho, Malawi, Sierra Leone, 
South Africa, and Swaziland. We are thankful that they 
have shared their experiences with us over the years, and 
we are pleased that we can now share them with you. As 
of 2017, ALP has started more than 2,100 libraries with 2.1 
million books! See appendix E for more about ALP.

Step-by-step instructions are provided to help you 
establish the library and run it well. There may be times 
when you feel setting up a library is a struggle, but don’t 
despair. The problems you face have been tackled by 
other librarians in similar situations. This book includes 
photographs of libraries throughout sub-Saharan Africa; 
just take a look at these and remember you are not alone. 
Make sure you network with other librarians in your 
country. Librarians are usually very supportive, so even 
if the nearest library is 300 kilometres away, it is worth 
making contact with the people running it. 
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Most people who are asked to set up and run a small 
school or community library are not trained librarians; 
neither am I, but I did set up a school library in rural 
Kenya, so I know what the job is like. All the people who 
helped plan and write this book with me have direct 
experience with setting up a small library in Africa and/
or have professional library qualifications. For lending 
their expertise in rural African libraries, I thank Becky 
Banton, Chris Bradshaw, Mira Foster, Anne Marie Jackson, 
Francis Kachala, Joey Noelle Lehnhard, Nonkululelo 
Mdluli, Jessy Mphunda, and the staff members of our 
partner organizations: Botswana Ministry of Education, 
Ministry of Education and Training (Lesotho), DAPP Malawi, 
Wungwero Book Foundation (Malawi), Malawi Institute 
of Education, Chancellor College Library (Malawi), RISE 
Network (Sierra Leone), Fundza (Swaziland), the Michael 
Lapsley Foundation (Ghana), Project Humanity (Kenya), 
and Rongo University (Kenya).

Many others also helped to make the book a reality. Leslie 
Doyle designed the beautiful cover. I appreciate the 
professional book design by Dragos Balasoiu. The photos 
are by Chris Bradshaw, Carolyn Gannon, Michelle Green, 
Lesley Louden, Steve Levin, Toby Lustig, Greg Scieszka, 
Jr., and Alyssa Souza.  Veronica Schami kindly donated 
her professional editing services. I thank Wilson, Sonsini, 
Goodrich & Rosati for their pro bono legal services. Josh 
Freedman advised on book production. Monique DeJong, 
Ryan Foster, Carolyn Gannon, Laura Hill, Adanya Lustig, 
Joy Njuguna, Dennis Odhiambo, and Jennifer Seidler 
contributed editorial and/or technical assistance. 

I welcome your input for future editions of the manual. 
Please email info@africanlibraryproject.org to share your 
library tips or suggest changes to the manual.

Deborah Freedman Lustig
Editor
Volunteer, African Library Project

viii
© 2017 African Library Project. You are free to share these resources— to copy, distribute 

and transmit the manual as long as you credit African Library Project (ALP). 
It is prohibited to sell or distribute these files in any format for profit without prior written consent from ALP.




