
Case Study: Joe Humphreys, Librarian, Surbiton High 
School, Surrey

Building a Library in Tanzania
In Tanzania, the state education system is 
fee-paying, and the patriarchal culture means 
that education for girls is not seen as a 
priority. Furthermore, English is the official 
language of the country, but low literacy/
education levels mean that many children are 
unable to speak/read it and, as the Secondary 
Education curriculum is delivered exclusively 
in English, Primary-aged children are often ill-
equipped to access this curriculum.

The Kilimanjaro Young Girls’ In Need (KYGN) 
School was set up in 2008 to provide a free 
education – as well as healthcare and safe 
housing – to children who would otherwise 
never be able to afford it. It is a registered 
charity (no.1166576) and now has a UK 
branch, of which I am a trustee. I visited the 
School in 2014 while travelling in East Africa, 
and during a summer spent volunteering at 
KYGN, learnt they were in the process of 
building a new School on new grounds. When 
I suggested my School back in the UK build 
them a library, they were very enthusiastic 
and seized the opportunity.

As well as seeking to boost the literacy levels/
English language skills, and love of reading, of 
the KYGN School, the project has the aim of 
benefiting the girls of our School, which is an 
oversubscribed all girls’ independent School 
in Surrey. As young people from relatively 
privileged backgrounds, it is important that 
they realise that not everyone is as fortunate 
as they are, or has the access to education – 
and indeed libraries – that they do. 

To build the library we raised £8000 for 
building costs, and sourced 1000 books 
through weeded library stock (our own and 
others in our local area) and donations. This 
was a big challenge, and backing from our 
School – especially SLT - to make this happen 
was essential!

The most obvious beneficiaries are the girls 
who visit the School itself: to give an example, 
one girl told me how taken aback she was at 
the uninhibited joy and enthusiasm the 
children had at simply being able to access 

books, which was something she always took 
for granted. But talking about how the library 
has benefited the children through various 
platforms at home (PSHE lessons/projects, 
Assemblies etc.), and the visible and tangible 
difference we have made to the children of 
KYGN, can be equally impactful.

Our School’s motto is “Amor Nos Semper 
Ducat”, which translates as “May Love Always 
Lead Us”, and this project clearly exemplifies 
this motto. Our School also aims to “Inspire, 
Encourage and Empower” our girls, and this 
project certainly has scope for all three. 

To give some examples: our girls are inspired 
to get involved in a responsible, sustainable 
humanitarian project that has literacy and 
reader development at its core, in turn inviting 
them to compare this to their own educational 
experience. They are encouraged to go out of 
their comfort zone by taking part in a three-
week expedition to a third world country that 
has personal development at its core; it is NOT 
a package tour, or a classic ‘School trip’. Indeed, 
the girls are empowered to take ownership of 
the expedition, including responsibility for 
organising accommodation and transport, 
budget management, and planning/delivering 
lessons, both in the library and the classroom, 
with the accompanying staff taking a ‘lead from 
behind’ capacity.

The impact on teaching and learning can be 
direct – such as in aforementioned PSHE 
projects and assemblies – as well as in more 
subtle, indirect ways, such as a girl who used 
her time out at KYGN to design a play area for 
her GCSE DT portfolio. Overall, though, the 
biggest impact has been raising awareness of 
the plight of education for girls in many 
countries, and enabling our School to have a 
tangible effect on the education and literacy of 
the girls of KYGN has been powerful indeed.

Nicola Baird’s Setting Up and Running a School 
Library (VSO, 1998) was an invaluable source 
of practical information – not least with 
cataloguing books! – and inspiration for this 
project. It was also useful to speak to our Head 
of Sixth Form, who was involved with a similar 
project in his previous School. 



They have links to a School in Uganda, and 
they also built a library…but with no librarian 
input, and this helped me avoid the pitfalls 
that could so easily affect our own library 
project.

Ever since the library was opened in 2016, its 
effect on the education of the KYGN children 
has, in the words of the KYGN UK Chair, 
been ‘transformational’. At the time of writing, 
KYGN is ranked 4th out 193 schools in Moshi, 
66th out of 627 schools in the Kilimanjaro 
Region and 600th out of 5123 in the whole of 
Tanzania. To provide context to these 
figures: this is inclusive of all private and 
state Schools in Tanzania. Considering that 
KYGN is only ten years’ old, and the 
disadvantaged intake – certainly compared 
to the majority of Schools, which are all fee-
paying, be they state or private Schools – this 
is remarkable. The library has undoubtedly 
played a significant role in supporting 
teaching and learning, with structured library 
time/activities helping to foster a love of 
reading and firing the intellectual curiosity of 
its children to help them achieve at a higher 
level.

This project is one that will hopefully 
continue for many years to come, including 
beyond my time at Surbiton High School. 
Being on the other side of the world, and 
being only able to visit Tanzania once every 
two years, means that ensuring the library is 
well-used, properly maintained and 
sustainable can be very challenging. Couple 
this with the fact it is a very different culture 
– and with it a very different approach to 
delivering education to School pupils – and I 
learnt very quickly not to expect the library to 
run as how we would deem an effective 
School library does in the UK.

That said, the support of the staff body at the 
KYGN School has generally been very good, 
and I have been able to introduce a 
cataloguing system that has been accessible 
and easy-to-use, with staff in charge of the 
library able to effectively manage it. Story-
times for younger children, and some 
research lessons for older children, have 
been taking place inside the library too 
(albeit on a more modest scale than the 
equivalent in UK School libraries, particularly 
in the case of the latter). Reinforcing these

through both pupil and teacher trips help to 
keep them going.   

Our next project involves our girls writing, 
illustrating and publishing their own books for 
the KYGN children. This project is in its infancy 
as I write this, but the aim here is, once again, 
to benefit both KYGN and our own pupils, to 
learn about other cultures, engage in creative 
writing and illustration, and model lessons 
based on the books they and their peers 
produce in the process.

Advice:

1. Ensure you have a reliable contact 
(preferably several) on the ground in the 
country.

2. Aim for it to be sustainable…but don’t 
expect it to run as your library would run! 
Recognise that providing them with a 
library in the first place is an achievement 
in itself.

3. Use a Personal Development Overseas 
Expedition provider (e.g. Wilderness 
Expertise, World Challenge) to help with 
the logistical burden of organising any 
trips involving young people!

Everyone I talk to about this project is very 
impressed and complimentary about it, and I 
would be lying if I said I am not proud of what 
we have achieved. It is undoubtedly a lot of 
work and a labour of love. I also realise that, 
for the majority of School librarians, 
something like this just isn’t possible; I am 
fortunate to be operating under a particular 
set of circumstances that have made this 
project feasible.

However, I don’t want people reading this who 
are considering doing something similar to 
find it intimidating. I was a relatively newly-
qualified librarian (still am, really!) when I 
instigated this project. I certainly made 
mistakes and learnt a lot as I went along; if I 
could do this project all over again there are 
definitely things I would do differently; but in 
spite of all this, we still succeeded. In short, I 
am trying to say that if I can do it, you can too, 
and I would be all too happy to offer what help 
I can to anyone who wants to give it a go.




