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1. LEGALWISE OVERVIEW 

LegalWise is a Legal Expenses Insurance Company, providing access to justice to help enforce and defend the 
rights of all South Africans.     
 
LegalWise had developed a relationship with Sizwile School for the Deaf over many years and asked Social 
Innovations to develop the library as an additional project in line with the company’s CSI ethos:   
 
we aim to assist communities to move from being passive participants to being the driving force of their own 
development.   
 
Encouraging the school to take ownership of and responsibility for the library was built into the programme 
design from the outset.   
 
 
2. AN INTRODUCTION TO THE PROGRAMME 
Much of the literature about deaf children talks to a world of exclusion and isolation.  It suggests that many 
deaf children have other disabilities and disadvantages in addition to being deaf.   

“Many students do not have access to books or libraries, neither in school nor in homes.  These students are 
the ones who need understanding educators and teacher librarians.  They need the same access – or more – 
to the school library than their hearing peers.” (Eisner, 2 May 2012).   
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Sizwile seemed not to have had a single children’s book that was not a curriculum resource.  Given that 
many of the children were weekly boarders, and many were orphans being raised by grandmothers, it was 
likely that many of these children would never have had the experience of reading or exploring a book for 
pleasure.   

Even more significantly, many would not have seen adults reading, and will not have experienced the 
modelling of reading at home that is common to children in more literate communities – such as the ritual of 
bed time story telling, or seeing parents reading books, magazines or newspapers at home.   

Our aim was clear.  The role of the library was not about shifting  reading scores off a low baseline, but 
rather about introducing and promoting reading as an activity that is pleasurable and useful; to introduce 
children to a broad genre of books as well as other content; and to help foster a culture of reading and 
enquiry at the school. 

3. ALIGNING TO GOVERNMENT STRATEGY 
School libraries are a rarity in the public education system, with a recent report estimating that only 7% of 
state schools had stocked libraries. (Marghie Paton-Ash, February 2015).   

However, The Department of Basic Education has published National Guidelines for School Library and 
Information Services.   It details a wide range of what resources and functionality are required from a school 
library, and the introductory paragraphs offer the vision of the drafters of the document: 

School library and information services must provide learners and teachers with access to a wide variety of 
curricular support resources, exposing learners to diverse ideas, experiences and opinions. Furthermore, the 
service must instill a culture of reading and writing, promote respect for intellectual property and support 
the acquisition of information literacy skills to access, process and use information resources in various 
formats, including digital formats, where accessible and appropriate.  

In 2013 the Minister of Basic Education published legally binding Norms and Standards for School 
Infrastructure.  This document calls for all public schools to have libraries but offers surprisingly little guidance 
or specification: “All schools must have a school library or media centre and a minimum, adequate and suitable 
school library selection.” 

 

 

The library was constructed from two joined containers.  One was fitted for primary school children (left), and the other 
for high school (right). 
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4. MONITORING AND MEASURING IMPACT 

The library programme aims to introduce and promote reading as an activity that is pleasurable and useful; 
to introduce children to a broad genre of books as well as other content; and to help foster a culture of 
reading and enquiry at the school.    

We monitor this in the following ways: 

1. Termly report from the librarian that tracks:  (1) have classes visited with their teachers each week 
according to the library schedule; (2) what activities did they do in the library e.g. Independent Reading, 
Read and Sign, Research etc.; (3) what feedback have we received from teachers and learners; (4) which 
books have been most popular.   

2. Mentoring support visits to the library:  A library mentor visits twice a term and sits in on the library 
periods for that day.  She drafts a report after each visit, and gives feedback directly to the teachers.  
This track: (1) are the reading methodologies being well implemented; (2) is the library being used in a 
way that is inviting, fun and inspiring to children. 

3. We track if the library is being used to foster a culture of reading at the school:   
In the first year, the librarian developed relationships with other schools and took Sizwile kids to reading 
activities at Japari and St.Stithians; he launched a Nal’iBali Reading Club at the school; he initiated and 
hosted the first library open 
day at the school.  During 
the research phase of this 
project, visits were also 
done to several schools for 
the deaf to learn from their 
library practice.  These are 
St Vincent’s (Rosebank), MC 
Kharbai (Lenasia) and 
Transoranje (Pretoria).  
These relationships have 
continued.       

 
 
  

Sizwile librarian, Khetha Thusi, visits a library period at Japari School 
Parkview.  Japari then invited Khetha to return with a children and 
teachers from the school so that the schools could share practice and 
methodologies related to the teaching of reading to special needs 
children.    
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Committee members receive training on how to 
operate the Polygon library management system.  
The system allowed the librarian to load books 
onto a system, locate books to suit the needs of 
teachers and to do a stock take twice a year in 
accordance with the library policy developed by 
the committee.   

A library committee was formed to govern and manage the operations of the library and to make it a space that inspires a 
love of reading for the learners of the school.  Members of the committee are pictured at the first committee meeting to 
agree on the principles of the library, the workplan for the year and to allocate tasks between the members. 
 

Training sessions for teachers supported the roll-
out of the library programme.  In year 1 the focus 
was Independent Reading and Read and Sign as 
the core methodologies.  The following year 
Reader response, telling our Stories and Library 
Research were included.   Teachers pictured in this 
training session are developing the content for a 
Read and Sign session as well as a reading card 
for Independent Reading.     
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5. TIMELINE 

Year 1 
 The planning with the school was completed.   
 Research was completed to better understand how to set up and manage a library to consider the 

special needs of deaf children.   
 The physical structure was put in place and fitted as a library. 
 Sensory library garden planted at library entrance.   
 Approximately 1000 books were curated to ensure that all ages at the school had access to books across 

a range of genres.  Some of these books were donated by LegalWise staff, the bulk were bought from a 
range of publishers.  LegalWise staff volunteered to cover the books.   

 Library programmatic approach developed. 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 

 

 

 

 

 

The research phase of this project included consultation with the school and observation time in the classrooms to better 
understand how deaf children read and how they relate to the “listening” and telling of stories through their language 
of instruction, South African Sign Language.   

The images below show the renovation of the containers and shop-fitting efforts that transformed them into an inviting 
space for children based on the research that was done  
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Year 2 
 A librarian is recruited and appointed by the school at the school’s cost.   
 A library committee formed at the school and governance and management systems set up.  The 

committee meets regularly.  
 A library timetable is set up and integrated into the school calendar.  Each class scheduled to visit the 

library once a week.    
 Training for teachers on activities to do in the library with an initial focus on Independent Reading and 

Read and Sign (in hearing schools this is called Reading Aloud). 
 A launch function was held, and the Department of Education expresses an interest to take similar 

libraries into other special needs schools.   
 In February, scheduled library visits began.   
 Twice a term professional Mentorship Support and feedback visits scheduled by the funder.   
 A library management system (Polygon) introduced, and 1000 books loaded onto the system.  The 

librarian trained to manage the library using the system.    
 Visits to Japari and St. Stithians to view how they run their libraries, and on-going relationships formed 

with these schools.   
 Mid-year review report completed, and a review meeting held that includes the School Management 

team, library committee and funder.    
 The librarian develops a relationship with the district library support unit and secures advice and training 

from the district.  He also forms a relationship with Nal’iBali and starts a reading club at the school.   
 First library open day – initiated by the library committee – hosted by the library – with reading-based 

competitions and games for the learners with prizes and certificates to acknowledge participation.   
 
Year 3-4 
 Funder commitment to the project continues, with on-going training, mentorship support visits and 

advisory support.   
 Introduce reader response; telling our own stories; and research as training topics in the library 

programme.   
 It is envisaged that going into 2019 the library will continue to operate without the support of the 

funder.  This will be evaluated during the course of 2018.   
 

6. EXIT:  HANDING FULL RESPONSIBILITY TO THE SCHOOL 
At the end of year 3, a meeting was held with the school management team, library committee and 
members of the library services unit of the Department of Basic Education.  A presentation was shared that 
outlined what the funder believed had been achieved and had not been achieved.   
 
At the meeting, full management and governance responsibility for the library was handed over to the 
school.  The meeting was concluded with an invitation to the school to continue with the library programme 
with the following vision: 
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OUR INVITATION TO YOU 
 
1. Each child attends once a week 

• Integrated into school calendar & formal responsibility to offer this period 
• Teachers are prepared and have planned their library sessions 

2. With a teacher who inspires him or her to become a life-long reader 
• Using own knowledge/experience + 2 years of LegalWise training 
• HOD oversight & support 

3. Each child can take a book out of the library each week 
• Library properly categorized; committee ensures that it can run the Polygon system; 

library cards are issued 
4. Governance as the engine oil 

• The SMT uses librarian reports & the policy to hold people to account.  Infrastructure 
maintained.   

• A functional committee drives the agenda and vision of the library 
 

7. LESSONS LEARNED 
Lessons learned are listed to inform future investments in school library programmes by LegalWise.   
 

1. Site selection 
Finding the correct host school for a library and support programme is the single most important thing to get 
right when developing a library programme.  The extent to which the SMT actively commits to the 
programme and holds the rest of the school team to account determines the extent of the success of the 
programme.   
 
Sizwile was chosen for this programme as LegalWise had an existing relationship with the school.  When 
looking for other schools to partner with, several steps of a selection process are recommended: 
 

• Visit several schools from a longlist based on e.g. recommendations from the DBE or responses from 
an advert calling for partner schools.  Make an assessment about the functionality of each of these 
schools based on several criteria such as:  the state of the grounds; the state of the toilets; classroom 
visits and assessing the setup of the classrooms and interaction between learners and teachers; 
meetings with SMT, considering background and stability of the school.      
 

• Draw up a shortlist, and then cut down the list by asking schools to respond to several additional 
steps in the selection process e.g. send a motivation and plan for how you would use a library at 
your school; attend a briefing and respond with a make-up and implementation action plan of your 
library committee.  The list to be shortened based on the schools that respond, and the quality of 
the responses.   
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2. Economies of scale 
Consider developing a library and support programme at a cluster of schools within a district.  The funder 
would benefit from economies of scale by e.g. combining schools in training; running sessions about 
governance and leaving schools to manage their own committees.  Schools would also benefit from being 
part of a community of practice and from sharing learnings with one another.      
 

3. Contract & incentivise host schools 
Develop a more detailed and binding agreement with host schools that makes clear what is expected of 
them upfront.  As part of this agreement, release funding for the next phase of the programme in tranches 
based on what has been delivered by the schools.  For example, an investment in technology is released 
once the books have been processed onto the system and library cards have been issued – a required 
timeframe is provided for this.   
 

4. Integrate with Government at the outset 
Work within districts (such as the existing Sizwile district) that have a library support unit within the 
Department of Basic Education district office and bring this unit into the planning and development of the 
programme from the outset with a view to handing over the full oversight role to this office.  This builds 
sustainability into the model from the outset.  Only five of the 15 districts in Gauteng have this unit.   
 

5. Existing space and simpler design 
To manage costs, work with schools that have an existing space that can be renovated into a library space 
rather than provide a structure from scratch.  When developing the space, keep it simple – we believe that 
the Sizwile design was too complicated and was not suited to shelving books.   
 

6. More consideration to how books should be loaded 
We underestimated the task of processing books and loading them onto the Polygon library management 
system.  Plan more effectively for this from the outset and ensure that a team that is trained is in place to 
support.  Make this part of the governance agreement with host schools.   
 
 

 

Identifying the best possible host school includes finding the champions at that school who will make the programme work.  
There were several champions at Sizwile who contributed towards what was achieved including the librarian (left); teachers who 
supported the programme (middle); and the library services team from the District office (right).     
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Appendix 1: BACKGROUND AND INITIATION OF THE PROJECT 

LegalWise has developed a long-term relationship with Sizwile School for the Deaf since 2009.  In 2010, 
LegalWise established a bakery at the school, which is operated by community members and parents of 
learners from the school. The bakery supplies bread to the school as well as the local community and 
provides an income for the parents who operate it. In addition, three learners with special needs received 
training in the art of baking and earn an income working in the bakery.  
 
 

In 2012, LegalWise partnered with the 
school to develop a substantial food garden 
which helps feed the school community and 
allows the school to sell produce for 
fundraising purposes.  The food garden 
project is well managed by the school and 
the grounds men help with the ongoing 
maintenance of the garden. The garden is 
also used as a learning centre for hands on 
experience. Both the bakery and the food 
garden have allowed the school to reduce 
the amount spent on buying food from 
external suppliers and expands the learning 
opportunities at the school. 
 
The ongoing dedication and commitment 
shown by the Principal and staff at the 
school to these projects led to identifying 
further opportunities for co-investment 
with the school which led to the 
development of the Library project. The 
aim was to provide a welcoming 
environment which would foster a love of 
reading among the learners at the school. 
 
 

 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



10 
© Social Innovations 

Appendix 2:  AN EXCERPT FROM THE SCOPING DOCUMENT THAT GUIDED THE INTERIOR DESIGN OF THE 
LIBRARY SPACE 

Deaf children are faced with many barriers to reading.  This space is all about inviting children to overcome 
those barriers, and creating a space that is safe (from judgement or failure), welcoming and engaging.   

Results of a 2012 American study that looks at modifying the classroom environment to increase the 
engagement of deaf or hard of hearing students shows 

“a functional relationship between the physical environment and both an increase in levels of academic 
engagement and a decrease in levels of disruptive behavior.” (Caroline Guardino, 2012).   

The study suggests that  

“DHH students may exhibit disruptive behavior in the classroom because they have additional disabilities 
that make it difficult for them to focus on academic tasks or because they are prone to visual or auditory 
distractions…almost 40% of students who are DHH have an additional disability, including attention deficit 
disorder, learning disabilities, or emotional problems.”    

Some of the pointers below are taken from this study, others from advice given by the people interviewed, 
others based on my own observations of the container space. 

1. Provide space for individual and small group reading & library work 

 Provide separate spaces for young and older children as their needs are different.  We are working in 
quite a small space, so may can provide two spaces – one for primary children and one for high 
school. 

 As the space is thin, make use of the stoep and garden areas to create inviting spaces, both for 
individual reading, and reading in small groups.   

 Provide inviting space for individual reading such as comfortable and welcoming reading corners 
with e.g. cushions, bean bags, and good natural light to inspire children to want to sit somewhere 
quietly and read. 

 Provide spaces for children to read together in small books and to discuss the books.    
 Provide space to store portfolios of work completed in the library for each child as well as stationery 

and arts material to be provided.    

2. The space should allow for engagement and discussion 

 Provide a space for guest speakers to be invited to speak to children/parents/teachers.  Space for 
the person and a sign language interpreter to sit across from them – and also space for the audience 
to be seated.   

 Provide space for children to sit together and sign – so that they can discuss what they have read 
etc.  For younger children this could be a carpet space with cushions, for older children a space with 
chairs.   

 Encourage older children to read books to younger children.   
 When children communicate with sign language, they need to be easily able to see one another – 

such as sitting in a circle or horse show shape.   
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3. Keep it calm and quiet 

 Ensure that the space is quiet and with little visual distraction such as people coming and going.  
According to Guardino DHH students have an acute sense of peripheral vision, leading to high 
distractibility – as well as problems with auditory distractions.   
 
“Environments with excessive background noise and reverberation make listening and learning 
difficult…” 
 

 The space should be calm with no distractions.  Deaf children rely on their eyes for communication, 
and if there are visual distractions (such as people coming and going) it distracts them from their 
reading and communication. 

 Think of doors and how people access and leave the library space as this can contribute to noise and 
distraction.   

4. Good lighting 

 Good light is important for reading, but avoid excessive light and glare.   
 If children will be looking at a teacher/librarian/guest speaker avoid this person’s face and body 

being obscured by a light source behind them.  

5. Suitable walls 

 Include good quality whiteboard/screen/backing so movies can be displayed from a computer onto 
the wall with a projector.   

 Avoid patterned or poorly contrasting backgrounds that make lip-reading or following sign language 
difficult. 

 Walls to have lots of space for pinning up visual materials, and the walls should be alive with what is 
displayed always changing – deaf children tend to be visual learners.   

 Display text on the walls that changes regularly e.g. strips of sentences that are aimed to 
inspire/inform.  Give children every opportunity to read and present this in a way that is not 
intimidating e.g. 2-3 sentences at a time.   

 Display both an English and SASL alphabet. 

6. Keep it uncluttered 

 Ensure that the space is open, uncluttered and organised – with everything in its space so that 
instructional library time is not wasted and distracted by the librarian and students searching for 
materials.   

 Shelving with books should not dominate and clutter the space.  Think of it as a space for engaging 
children rather than for storing content.   

 Furniture to be set up to allow for speakers and group work/discussions but should allow for free 
space.   

 Allow a welcoming space for newspaper and magazine subscriptions, to help keep the library current 
 Provide a separate space or shelf for books that will be of interest to teachers and parents – 

particularly books that will educate them about the needs of deaf children, how to read to deaf 
children etc.  Space permitting this could also be a space for parents to be invited to talks about 
specific aspects of deaf education.  (The school management suggests this is unlikely to be used by 
parents but will be useful to teachers.)  

 



12 
© Social Innovations 

7. Futureproof the space from the outset 

 Provide good Wi-Fi connection for cell phone and computer Internet searching. 
 SASL is heavily reliant on video so TV/DVD/projector/video camera combination is a must. 
 A smart board – if teachers are trained how to use it – would also be useful. 
 Provide space for technology infrastructure – primarily to watch DVDs and at least one computer for 

Internet searches.  At St. Vincent a projector is linked to the computer which displays a live Twitter 
feed onto the wall.  This encourages the older children to read and sparks enquiry and conversation 
– if they are interested in the link they can click through for more information.   

8. Design the space and facilities to encourage children to become content creators, not just 
content consumers 

As per the quote included earlier in this document: 

School libraries are no longer depositories of information but transformational spaces where information is 
not only accessed, shared and stored, but challenged and created. 
Allow children to come to the realization that books are created by people (talk about authors, illustrators) 
and that they too can be the creators of their own stories.  Use this as an opportunity to open up 
communication with children in other parts of the country.   
Opportunities to create content using computer-based systems that are free: 

 Link library computer with social media and e.g. connect with other SA and international schools for 
the deaf on Facebook and other platforms.  Use the library to educate children about the use of 
technology, Internet searching, the use of social media etc.   

 Due to the limited amount of SASL content available, encourage children to create their own content 
while encouraging communication with other children e.g. Skype (of FaceTime which appears to be 
more suitable) calls from the Sizwile library to the libraries of St Vincent, MC Kharbai, Fulton, 
Transoranje.  If there was a booth where children could film themselves, they could create pen pal 
letters to children in other schools.  These can then be used in translation exercises – writing the 
letter into English, decorating it etc.   

 Encourage the librarian and teachers to create and publish their own content using existing free 
computer-based resources such as The African Storybook Project; Book creator; Keynote; Pic Collage 

 Include digital content and programmes in phase 2.  Picsterbooks has developed iPad-based apps for 
the Transoranje School for the Deaf and who has taken similar apps to a school for the Deaf in 
Limpopo.  In her development she is collaborating with Gallaudet University.  These apps are free 
(though iPads would need to be funded) and open up worlds of opportunity and understanding to 
Deaf children that are not available through traditional books.   

 Register the school with its own IP address to qualify for free use of the content resources and 
content creation opportunities provided by Google for Education.   

 Children can contribute to the development of an on-line SASL dictionary by recording and 
submitting their own signs.  See www.realsasl.com 

 Teachers of deaf children need access to pictures in the classroom when teaching vocabulary, 
abstract concepts etc.  The library becomes a resource for teachers when they can find pictures and 
references in books to use in their classroom, when they can source images on-line and when they 
can create their own classroom content using some of the tools described above.    

Use the Story Play Magic Carpet methodology to encourage younger children to tell, dramatize and publish 
their own stories.    
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Appendix 3 
 

SIZWILE SCHOOL – LIBRARY TRACKING FORM 
(To be completed by the teacher after each class visit to the library and handed to the librarian) 
 
Teacher:  Date:  

Grade:  
No. of 
Learners:  

 
 
Library Activity 
 

 Orientation  Read & Sign 

 Independent Reading  Reader Response 

 
 
Read & Sign 

Title & Author  
 
Library card created: 

yes  
no  

 
 
Independent Reading & Reader Response 
 
Tell us about three books that the learners have enjoyed; found interesting; or found challenging.   
 

Book title & author Enjoyed? Interesting? Challenging? 
    
    
    

 
Comments about the library visit 
 
_________________________________________________________________________________________

_________________________________________________________________________________________

_________________________________________________________________________________________

_________________________________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________ 

Signature:  
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Appendix 4 

LIBRARY GOVERNANCE ORGANOGRAM 

SCHOOL MANAGEMENT TEAM – OVERALL RESPONSIBILITY 
 
 Determines library policy 
 Management of the library according to the policy 
 Determines the timetable and ensuring it is followed 
 Tracking how the library is used 
 Employment and management of librarian 
 Determines responsibilities/obligations of teachers wrt the library 
 Determines library workplan and links to curriculum on advice from committee.  
 Disciplinary code wrt use of the library 
 Maintenance of the library and garden with support from funder 
 Maintenance of library technology with support from the funder.   
 Holds the agreement with the funder.  
 
LIBRARY COMMITTEE 
 
 Takes on tasks as allocated by the SMT 
 Drafting of the library policy with guidance 

from SMT 
 Ongoing management of Polygon system 
 Stock management – twice a year stock 

takes 
 Campaigns and promotions 
 Develop and implement library programme 

and ensuring attendance and support 
 Maintain the link to the district library 

programme 
 Looks for other training and library 

development opportunities 
 Reporting on library use and activities to 

SMT and funder 
 Builds relationships with other schools and 

libraries 
 

FUNDER 
 
 Funded the infrastructure, books and library 

management programme 
 Providing training for 2016 as per the 

calendar 
 Secretariat support to library committee 
 Support and advisory to librarian and 

committee 
 

 

 


