Libraries and Inclusivity. Report by Jess Ruddock from session held on 14/1/21 on Zoom.

This session included three talks on the subjects of libraries, which followed on from previous
discussions we've had on improving the accessibility of libraries spaces. The focus of this
session was on libraries as inclusive spaces, involving a discussion of community accessibility
in particular, and thinking about the value of libraries within communities.

Our first speaker was Frederick Otike, who joined us on behalf of Professor Joseph M. Kavulya,
a professor at Chuka University and Executive Chairman of the Kenya National Library
Association. Frederick is a University Librarian in Kenya, and also currently undertaking a PhD
in Hungary. Frederick’s presentation covered the work Professor Kavulya has been doing, and
also the work of the ‘Kenya Consortia Initiative to Research Information’ by students and faculty
members.

The presentation examined the opportunities in supporting digital reading through Library
Consortia, exploring the benefits and advantages of the library consortia arrangement in the
access to research information. It also addressed the issues and challenges in the sustainability
of the Library Consortia in Kenya, and suggested some recommendations for a way forward.
The consortia initiative came into play in 2016, whereby librarians decided that they needed to
consolidate their efforts and assist one another in the accessing of information and information
materials,
‘The role of access to information to teaching and research cannot be overemphasized. Current
and relevant information leads to accurate research and education. It facilitates collaboration,
and leads to better continuous generation of innovations. Hence, a brighter future for the
community.’
He presents that it is therefore critical that accurate and current knowledge be disseminated,
shared, discovered and accessed,
‘If the research enterprise is to contribute to the bettering of society and if education is to be
modern, relevant and efficient’.

Frederick drew attention to some of the challenges of accessing quality relevant scientific
literature in Kenya. These issues have always been present, but they have found that the
situation in Kenya and other developing countries has worsened. The issues include;
- Low investment in research and library services
- Inability of institutions to pay subscriptions for published literature due to inhibitive costs
- Low publishing levels among Kenyan researchers and scholars
On the final point, Frederick states that the low publishing rates are in part due to the fact that
the profit margin for textbooks are bigger than they are for story books, therefore there is a
preference within the publishing industry for the latter. In terms of remedying poor access to
scientific information in the region, and for progress in accessing library resources, Frederick
makes a number of suggestions for changes to the way information is generated, stored and
accessed;
- Establish open access publishing
- Establish virtual communities

- Establish library consortia collabs.
- Establish digital libraries
- Use of social media & networking tools
Frederick’s presentation then moves on to focus on the Library Consortia. He introduces the
concept as a global phenomenon which engenders resource sharing to help towards attaining
the goal of providing information access to the user community. Library Consortia are so
necessary because of expanding requirements for information resources. There is an
'information explosion' beyond the reach of individual libraries; library budgets keep on reducing,
and the supply of journals out-price them. An additional reason is the changing model of
libraries, from information stores to generators of content and facilitators of information access.
The Consortia was initiated by a handful of public Universities, and later recruited private
Universities, research institutions, public and college libraries. The next plan is to recruit both
primary and secondary schools. The Consortia covers diverse literature; arts, humanities, social
sciences and engineering to name a few. There are many different types of libraries involved in
the Consortia; specialist, research, academic and public. Member institutions receive a number
of benefits through the services of the consortia, including the cooperative purchasing of eresources, the negotiation of affordable prices for e-materials, and technical assistance in
setting up and using systems for e-information. The advantages of a Consortia approach
include:
- Buying together & sharing skills between institutions
- Negotiating power, therefore better prices
- Avoids bureaucratic red tape
- A variety of services and products offered
Frederick concludes by reiterating the important, catalytic role the Library Consortia plays in
research and education, recommending that there is a need for further strengthening of library
consortia across the African region, and a closer collaboration between stakeholders;
Universities, Library Consortia and governments.

‘Libraries are a necessity in the current research and education system characterized by digital
transformation, information explosion and economic hardships’

The second presentation was given by Mary Kinyanjui, who discussed her work in the
innovative digital service with the Kenyan National Library service in Kibera, which supports
learning and access to information within the Slum. Mary shares that there are no public
libraries within Kibera, the National Library Service is the only one, supported by the
Government and the Kiberan Church.

The reasons behind the slow roll-out of ICT in the area is due to poor electricity supply, the cost
of running computers, and a lack of technology training and confidence amongst teachers.
Within the community, thousands of people live in poverty, with poor electricity, water supply
and a lack of learning resources. That many homes in the area are built from mud, wood and
iron sheets presents an additional challenge in widening access to electricity and ICT.

‘This is a view of one part of the informal settlement in Kibera, and the library, which is very
close to the community. It’s at the centre of the informal settlement’

Mary introduces the National Development
Goals (Kenya Vision 2030), these emphasise the role of educational institutions in providing ICT
training, and the necessity of meeting ‘future skills’ needs with an improvement of maths and
science knowledge. Yet, there is no infrastructure for this when it comes to the informal
settlement; the Kenyan National Library Service seeks to bridge this gap.

Prior to Covid-19, one of the services provided by the Kenyan National Library Service included
digital learning for primary and secondary age children. This programme also empowered
teachers to use mobile devices, e-readers and tablets, so that they could support the
programmes, when they brought the children to the library. The library also invited senior
citizens to make use of the digital learning that is available, providing them with laptops to help
improve their digital literacy so that they might apply these skills in their day to day lives, for
purposes such as making applications for driving licenses. There are many other ICT
programmes offered by the library in Kibera:

- Peer to peer learning
- Art drawing using computers
- Outreach (hospitals, prisons etc.)
- Story projections
- Motivational talks
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library

(and hub of the community) had to overcome the challenges presented by its closure. Mary
outlines how the initiative ‘Laibu Mkononi’ (Library at Hand) was devised, providing the
community with smart phones with preloaded offline content. Children were able to read
storybooks and play educational games in a controlled environment. The devices were provided
with integrated parental control, thereby limiting the hours spent game-playing, but enabling
unlimited storybook reading. Additionally, the library printed revision materials and storybooks
and delivered these to students and children within the informal settlement. Mary describes how
Librarians also trained teachers on how to create and publish their own stories using the ASB
story maker. The teachers could then invite children to create their own stories in turn. The
library also ran a mentorship programme for young people. This came in response to the rise in
rates of youth crime and pregnancy during Covid 19, and calls from parents and elders within

the community for support. The programme taught the young people to make use of ICT for
educational gains.

Mary outlines how the library continued to run the programme ‘Tech4livelihood’ throughout the
pandemic;
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necessary

to keep
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order to

prevent
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who

were
previously
engaged

with it.

Another

project

which

continues to run is the ‘AjiraDigital’ training programme, in collaboration with AjiraDigital, which
also connects youth to jobs in the digital sector.

Mary
then
moved on to discuss the challenges which have been experienced by the library during Covid,
including inadequate devices, lack of resources, difficulties in accessing the informal settlement,
and a lack of masks for participants. Despite these challenges, Mary notes a number of
achievements. Pupils and youth have developed ICT skills, gained confidence, acquired data
handling skills and learnt to navigate the digital technologies themselves. The popularity of the
library has increased, with children and youth spending the majority of their free time in the
library. Teachers and parents have reported that the children are very happy with the resources
provided,
‘The programs have opened the eyes of parents and teachers to the benefit of ICT...Our way
forward is we to hope to get more partners to support and implement more digital projects...If we
invest in programmes that learning beginning at birth, statistics will change, our stories will
change and our country will be developed’.

In the discussion that followed Mary’s presentation, it was noted by Tricia Jenkins that the work
of the library spans the generations; older people are often left out of such programmes, but at
the library in Kibera they were very much included,
'People find amazing stories that come through the process...and the ability to not just articulate
but also to share with a wider group of people. It's so important to include writing/producing
along with reading, to bring those practices into play...The creative process of story-telling is a
real prime motivator for getting older people to engage with digital technology, and will help
make sure they aren't left behind' - Tricia Jenkins

The last speaker of this session was Kelvin Gwuma, introduced as a ‘valuable member of the
network, doing amazing work at the SAIDE community library in Western Kenya’. The library
works with schools and the community at large, and was initiated through Kelvin’s passion for
bringing books into schools, something he didn’t have access to when he was growing up.

'The most important thing we need to do as a community is to create a library. Once you have
Community library, then you have a safe space for young people and for the vulnerable groups
and the people living with disabilities’.
Kelvin shares the process for setting up Community libraries, stating that the first step is to
discuss it with the people it will benefit directly. A second step that must be considered is where
to acquire the books from, and how to fundraise for the books. Kelvin says that often he has to
explain the difference between a library and a bookshop, restating that a community library is an
open space for everyone; a place where young people can borrow books, or to come and do
their research and assignments. Additionally,
-

You need a space rented, and ensure that it’s accessible for everyone.
You also need to register with the Ministry of Culture and, if possible, with other
professional bodies.
A community library must also drive a reading culture, and develop a reading
programme which takes into account the reading level of the community.
Sustainability. SAIDE community library charges 20 shillings, but also engages in
fundraising activity and makes grant applications in order to sustain the programme.

Kelvin describes SAIDE as an inclusive learning space, with a specific space for children to
learn and read, with toys and activities, to encourage reading at a very young age.

The library also does a great deal to create community engagement avenues, informing the
community of their programmes and helping to engage young people in their communities. This
has resulted in inspiring the community’s confidence and trust in the library.

