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Abstract

The Eastern Cape Department of Education is the first province to have established district Active Learning and Leisure Libraries to enable poor children to use developmental puzzles and equipment which will give them active experience in skills prized by the schooling system. The programme is now in its seventh year of being.

This paper deals with the challenges facing us in the Eastern Cape Province of South Africa in working practically with very poor children. What is the latest planning of government based in the voices of the inaccessible and non-accessed in the Eastern Cape?  
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Introduction

The Eastern Cape Province Department of Education has been innovative in establishing a pilot project for Active Learning Libraries (ALL). The first ALL was introduced into the province some seven years ago through the offices of the Regional Educare Council (REC), a non-government organisation (NGO) which concerns itself with the developmental needs of children living in very poor and marginalised families, supported by the Active Learning and Leisure Libraries Association in Johannesburg (ALLLSA). The first ALL was established in Zwelitsha Zone Six, especially as a resource for young children and their parents through their ECD practitioners who attended supportive and mentoring meetings at REC. 
As a result of the advocacy programme conducted with Department of Education personnel, twelve further libraries have been established in the province each under the auspices of the District Education Officials.  Supportive and mentoring opportunities have been given to a number of education department officials over this time.
Seven years have passed since the institution of the ALLs. In this paper we look at the progress that has been made so far in enabling children from poor homes (the poorest of the poor) to access the large number of educational toys stored in each of the district offices.  Both of us, Margaret and Nonthuthuzelo, have been involved in the story of the ALLs from the beginning of the process – Nonthuthuzelo more so as she has advised and assisted, promoted and managed active learning within the NGO which she directs as well as for the provincial departments of education and health, and Margaret as a sometime researcher and evaluator at various times in the project. 
Before we begin, though, we congratulate the province for its courage and enthusiasm in establishing ALLs as part of its Directorate duties. We first describe the Active Learning Libraries, their context and their use by their target groups. We define the key terms used in this paper in the context of the Eastern Cape. We note the major challenges facing the ALLs, and investigate the gaps between purpose of the libraries and their usage. We finally propose recommendations for the optimum use of the libraries in the Eastern Cape.                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                              
Methods used in gathering data

Both of us have been involved in one way or another in ALLs for some years, and therefore come with pre-conceived notions based on our experiences in working with young children, their families and their support services throughout Africa, and particularly in the Eastern Cape Province where we both live.

The primary source of data stems from the ALL conference held in June this year at Mpekweni for government officials from the various districts involved in the delivery of ALL services to young children. We conducted an active-learning data collection and discussion with the forty-odd participants present and the recommendations we produce come directly from the participants. The methods we used therefore, were: listening to the themes and issues emerging from the three-day debate; a set of closed- and open-ended questionnaires; and the consequent reflective and planning work of focus groups. 
The data and recommendations gathered for this paper obviously rest strongly upon our own prior experiences and resultant reflections on the role of AL and ALLs. 

The target group: the poorest of the poor children and their families
ALLs are established so that children may benefit developmentally from active participation and play with the equipment and materials in the ALL. To begin to understand the context of the ALLs in the Eastern Cape Province, one must understand the situation in which children find themselves. 

The population of children

The population pyramid in the Eastern Cape is bottom-heavy. For every 100 people over the age of 15, there are 84 children. This is indicative of an extremely underdeveloped region (CSS 1998: 10). The effects of this population type on the education system (schools) and on adults available to spend time educating their children may be extreme. There is therefore an extreme burden on adults in the province to cope with the development and education of their children. 
The economy

The Eastern Cape Province is one of the three poorest provinces of nine in South Africa.  In all, the GDP of this province is 8.4% of the country’s total (Wikipedia). Only 55% of all adults over the age of 15 are economically active (CSS 1998: 15). There are few industries in the province other than in the two major metropolitan areas of Nelson Mandela Metropole and Buffalo City. In the urban areas, there is also evidence that rates of employment have decreased over the past 5 years as a result of the closure of factories in a number of sectors and that levels of poverty are increasing (CSS 1998: 1).   There is a very high prevalence of chronic poverty in the Province, where 65% of the population of approximately 7 million people live in rural areas. Here there is little or no employment and the rural poor find themselves dependent on welfare grants and small-scale sub-subsistence farming.  In addition, urbanisation is increasing and urban areas are increasingly becoming the home of marginalised people.  From this we can gather that most households are very poor, and this will impact upon the development of the vast majority of children. 
Health

In South Africa the infant mortality rate, estimated at 45 per 1,000 live births, is higher where maternal literacy and other socio-economic conditions are poor. The country's aggregate under-five mortality rate is 59 per 1,000 live births, but the rate for Africans (63) is four times higher than that of whites (15). There is a high rate of stunting among children under five years old. The maternal mortality ratio remains high at 150 per 100,000 live births. In the Eastern Cape, these figures will be higher: 89% of the population are dependent on public health services, which are often difficult to access and which according to many popular press reports, and according to local conversions, have very very long queues and are without basic medicines. Life expectancy in the province (at birth 2003) has been pitched at 47 years of age (Unicef South Africa). 

In addition to chronic stunting and undernourishment from birth, and as a result of this, children live with many concomitant diseases and conditions that stem from protein-energy malnutrition (PEM), such as micronutrient deficiency disorders, helminthic (worm) infection and upper respiratory infection. Studies made by NGOs working in Eastern Cape early childhood programmes, together with Prof. Beryl Levinger of the Center for Disease Control (CDC) in the 1990’s, revealed that there was an extraordinary need for adequate nutrition, micronutrients, worm de-infestation and for primary health care regarding upper respiratory infections. (CDC). Helminth infestation is common in developing countries, and ‘most intense’ among school-aged children. (CDC: 7). Infections affect children’s health, growth, nutritional status and cognitive development. As a result, children are less able to take the opportunities of active learning that may present themselves. In these cases children tend NOT to take up opportunities to learn actively- they tend to choose passive and quiet activities (Levinger quoted in CDC:3) 
Education

South Africa has a high school enrolment rate of over 80 per cent, but there are high repetition rates at all levels, high drop-out rates and a high rate of adult illiteracy of 33% (Unicef). CSS (1998: 14) noted that only 45% of all African adults in the province had completed primary schooling and that only a further 10.5% had completed secondary schooling at that date. Since the majority of people in the province (83%) are African, this is significant for the establishment and use of ALLs. 
In a Sunday national newspaper of this past week, poverty is cited as the reason for the fact that of every hundred children in grade 1 in the Eastern Cape, only 52 finish school. Lilla du Toit explained “School is a luxury: You just don’t go” (Sunday Times 18/09/2005)

In the past 10 years, children whose parents can afford to pay the high school fees, have been enrolled in historically resourced schools, of which there are approximately 250 out of 6500 in the province (EMIS). All other children (the vast majority) are in poorly resourced schools in the townships and mainly in rural areas.  The schools receive as their only resources from the government, textbooks and scribblers, chalk and administrative books e.g. registers. No educational equipment is provided, other than by foreign donor funding. (EC  2004).  Literacy and numeracy rates within the province are set at around 34% after three years of primary school and at 18% for numeracy at the end of 6 years of primary school (EC 2005)  
Within the cycle of poverty which has captured and holds the majority of people in the province, there are often other cycles operating, which impact upon children’s education. People on low incomes often have limited access to schooling and health provision. School  is either too expensive to attend (in add-on terms: the expense of compulsory school uniforms, the loss of the children within the home economy as child-minders, housekeepers and farm or hawker labour, collection of water and firewood - more than half of the rural households use firewood (CSS 1998: 43) and travel time and costs is considerable). Poor health and low level of education will also contribute to low levels of productivity and the resulting low levels of income.

Our own experiences of working in the province
In our own experiences, in visual terms, the poverty of the province is seen daily as one drives through urban and rural areas. We see numbers of ‘homeless’ people living in makeshift shacks along the roadside, ‘vagrants’ and ‘beggars’ in urban areas, young adults ‘loitering’ during the day, and a significant number of young children who should, by law, be in school, at home and in the streets during the mornings. As we drive through rural areas, we note the vast distances between villages, from village to clinic, and from village to district capital, where ALLs are established. We note children who are very obviously malnourished and unwell. We note schools which are highly unresourced. 
Our conclusions on the challenges to active learning in this province 

· Children require the full support of adults in their optimum development
· Children who are chronically undernourished, who have, and are, lacking the micronutrients required for learning, who are worm-infested and at risk for upper respiratory infection, are in mortal danger regarding developmental,  education and life expectancy, and are increasingly at risk in being unable to grasp opportunities for active learning.
· Many poor children live far from primary health care clinics
· For poor children schooling is a luxury  
· Most schools, being under-resourced, do not have access to developmental equipment and materials, other than textbooks.
· Many schools are at a great distance from the district education offices where the ALLs tend to be housed. 

The Establishment of Active Learning Libraries (ALLs)

Besides the original NGO-managed toy library established in Zwelitsha, near King William’s Town, the Provincial Department of Education has established ALLs in Engcobo, Cofimvaba, Idutywa, Grahamstown, Bathhurst, Mthatha, Qumbu, Mt Frere, Butterworth, East London, King William’s Town and Lusikisiki.

The costs of establishment are in the region of R250000 per library. This excludes the rental of space and the time of a district ECD official (a toy librarian) during her busy schedule of further ECD and curriculum duties. Thus the basic outlay within the province for Active Learning Library equipment and materials so far  is in the region of R3.5 million.

In most cases the collections are housed within district premises of the government departments i.e. education headquarters situated within the premier town in the district. In each district there are a number of education officials who have undertaken, supported through various short courses, responsibility for the advocacy of, competency in and the management of the ALL programme.

Key terms used in this paper 

Before we embark upon a discussion of data we collected and the way forward for the ALLs, we need to give some definitions of the terms used in this paper. These definitions were  gathered from the Mpekweni ALL Conference participants, and they form the basis form our assumptions.

Active learning 

We have defined AL according to our experiences of ECD and international definitions:
· children can participate in their own learning because they have the energy and interest to do so
· children participate at home, inside and outside the classroom, and in the community 

· all children participate including those with barriers to learning 

· children feel safe and secure, free from violence and abuse 

· children take responsibility for their own learning 

· healthy lifestyles and life skills are promoted 

· age-appropriate furniture and resources are within reach
· there is an age-appropriate, child-centred, gender sensitive curriculum with 
· promotion of freedom of expression, creativity, association; play and recreation; 
· key curriculum learning outcomes are known and negotiated with the children
· families and community members are invited and encouraged to be part of the children’s development and education within the school environment
(Unicef cited in Irvine 2005: 8)
Active learning therefore, for us, consists of a balance between opportunities offered for hands-on, experiential learning, supported and scaffolded by appropriate adult presence, and able to be grasped fully and used purposively by healthy, alert children.  

Active learning libraries

Since this conference deals with ALLs, we will not re-define the term, nor the purposes of the libraries in any formal way, suffice to say that the underpinning assumptions of the programme in the Eastern Cape are that 

· Young, developing children will benefit from targeted interaction with games and educational equipment which are carefully chosen to enhance specific aspects of cognitive, perceptual, physical, and social development

· The ALLs are managed by a district official as part of her or his duties and as part of the Early Childhood Development (White Paper 5) thrust the materials and equipment assist parents and caregivers to understand and therefore support this targeted development  

· teachers will borrow the equipment and materials to promote active learning in the classroom

· the materials and equipment can be used for general active learning opportunities and also to assist in remediation of specific areas

· children will make the most of the opportunities to use the materials and equipment

· since the materials and equipment are extremely expensive and therefore not available to any schools which serve the poorest children (only text books are provided by the government), a library is made available to service a district

· teachers and parents will become members of the library and will borrow educational equipment for their children on a regular basis

(Mpekweni Conference June 2005).

Active participation by adults 
Adults in children’s lives were defined by the conference as biological parents of course, and extended family members, particular grandparents, civil society: faith-based, community-based and non-government-organizations within that community (village, sector of the town, farm cluster).  Business people in the area, government officials, including safety and security, health, social development officials and District ECD/Foundation and Intermediate Phase personnel were cited as important partners.

Of these adults, biological parents and primary caregivers were rated the least powerful in ability to educate and to nurture, although by nature they are the adults closest to the children and therefore most influential. District officials and teachers were rated the most powerful, while the children themselves were rated as the powerful link between the two groups.

Adult participation was defined at the Mpekweni Conference as being hands-on, giving a hand, working together, doing something fruitful, coming together to resolve problems, working with others for a good cause, being part of whatever is taking place, being part of making decisions and then making sure that they are carried out : taking responsibility for one’s child.
In the opinion of the Eastern Cape ALL personnel, one of the most serious stumbling blocks encountered by the ALL movement is the absence of adults in their vital role of mentor and scaffolders, this particularly in the case of primary cargivers.
The district personnel cited the following weekly user rates for the libraries: 
In the more urban areas of King William’s Town, Fort Beaufort, Grahamstown and Umtata: each ALL reported approximately 3-4 teachers taking out equipment to be used amongst 120 children in classrooms. Special Needs staff and Social services/correctional services also borrowed equipment in Umtata.
In all other centres the rates of borrowing ranged from nil up to 2-3 children 
(Butterworth 3 parents, 3 children). 

We believe therefore that the ALLs are highly under-used, considering that only 3-4 adults are borrowing per week on average.  Adult awareness and confidence in using the ALLs  is key.

Reasons for this negative outcome for ALLs were cited by the Mpekweni 
participants as:

· Shortage of toys
· shortage of toy libraries

· parents have no information

· teachers have no information

· distance from schools and parents 

· no toy librarian available to ensure proper and regular usage
· teachers and parents do not want to take responsibility for the toys
· Active learning capacity of the children as a result of poverty : undernourishment, PEM, helminth infestations and other illness.
Summary of the challenges facing AL and ALLs 
In our opinion (Margaret and Nonthuthuzelo), the major challenges facing AL and ALLs are as follows:
1. children may not be able to take opportunities for active learning as a result of illness as opposed to wellness
2. parents and primary caregivers are not aware of nor confident in active learning nor in the use of ALLs
3. teachers are not aware of the ALLs, teaching for active learning, and  

4. adults are anxious as to the safekeeping and safe return of the equipment, and in particular those materials which are made of several pieces, or appear to be expensive and glossy
5. in a province such as the Eastern Cape, distances from households and from schools of the ALL, and the mode, security and costs of transport (minibus taxis) preclude the ease of transport  of equipment
6. district personnel are not necessarily allocated specifically to ALLs and find it difficult to communicate with teachers and parents, and to integrate AL into classroom practice
7. not enough funding is allocated to AL and ALL

Recommendations

These are the recommendations that we make. While they are specific to the Eastern Cape, readers may well wish to consider them for similar situations. They are based, of course, on recommendations made by the Mpekweni Conference.
The recommendations answer these two BIG questions:
· How can we promote AL and ALLs through ECD programmes, Social Development programmes and Health programmes and in the primary schools?

· How can we promote AL and ALL amongst children who are NOT in school, and whose primary caregivers are perhaps as a result of poverty not confident nor welcome in ‘official’ circles?

1.
Children may not be able to take opportunities for active learning as a result of illness

McKay et al noted that

	Because mild-to-moderate PEM acts synergistically with social and environmental factors, the risks for a malnourished child living in a culture of poverty are multiple, interactive and cumulative….although improvement in a child’s diet alone can lead to cognitive changes, greater intellectual development can be achieved when the child’s diet and psychosocial environment are enriched.

(CDC: 3)


We recommend that all children in all schools, and in particular, those who have dropped out or who have been pushed out (so many are there…) as a result of poverty in its various guises, receive 

· basic nourishment during the week, including micronutrients, 
· de-worming medication every six months. 
At present there is a primary school nutrition scheme in place, run by community-based organisations but according to ongoing press reports (Daily Dispatch), this service is erratic. There is no service for those children who are doubly at risk, not being able to attend school because of poverty – this must occur in partnership with social development . De-worming must be undertaken at schools in partnership with the health series on a regular basis and for children who are not in schools

2.
Parents and primary caregivers are not aware of nor confident in active learning nor in the use of ALLs

Teachers are not aware of the ALLs, nor of teaching for active learning, and, like all adults, are anxious as to the safekeeping and safe return of the equipment, and in particular those materials which are made of several pieces, or appear to be expensive and glossy.
In a province such as the Eastern Cape, distances from households and from schools of the ALL and mode, security and costs of transport (minibus taxis) preclude the ease of transport of equipment.
The recommendation is that ALLs are released to schools to the teachers and  programme managers for use with family literacy, numeracy, technology and life skills prorammes, where children with their primary caregivers and siblings are invited to come together to play together on a very regular basis (about once a fortnight at the least! And at a time determined as best by the families themselves).  Morrison noted  in an invitation made to family members in Joubert Park, Johannesburg at a time and venue determined by the toy library organizers, that few women came at all because it was discovered later, they were prevented by their fear of rape and robbery at that time and in that place (pers.comm. June 2005)
This model needs to be established in all schools over a five year plan. Toy collections requisitioned to schools/programmes will rotate on a semester basis, and can be managed and monitored by the school (i.e. the collection does not leave the premises).
But then how to enable small local groups (where the action is) to access the expensive and precious AL materials?

The concept of Family Literacy, Numeracy and Life Skills Programmes will be extremely useful for de eloping ALLs. A project has long been established for instance in Kwazulu-Natal (Family Literacy Project). Parent groups are established at ECD centres and schools and meetings are held which give confidence to adults. This happens through information and experience in active learning for the development of the child, using conversation, found objects, making conscious the skills, knowledge and behaviours evident in everyday activities, and through support and encouragement. A leader is chosen for each discreet group of families, and she or he attends meetings on facilitation in order to promote and assist in the family programmes. All groups are lent small box libraries to use within the meeting  gatherings. The coordinator manages the box and works with the group to make and gather more equipment and materials for themselves at home and to share through the library box.

A family literacy and numeracy project (Masifunde Nosapho) has been established in the Eastern Cape through ITEC in East London. 

In addition, since AL includes literacy and numeracy, the concept of environmental print (the print that surrounds us in packaging, newspaper, advertisements and which we often discard as ‘waste’) needs to be worked into the ALL programme. Resources in this area are available particularly in the higher education institutions (e.g. University of Fort Hare Faculty of Education).

3. Teachers are not aware of the ALLs, teaching for active learning, and  

This is the job of the district officials using all channels of communication they have a their disposal, and organising a roster according to the size of the toy library at their disposal, with a clear plan of action for expansion.

4. District personnel are not allocated specifically to ALLs 
a. Since the provincial government has espoused the  ALL programme as part of its Foundation and Intermediate Phase programmes, it is imperative that a district official is tasked with the support, mentoring and monitoring of the teachers and programme managers. This will go some way to securing the toy collections.
5. Adults are anxious as to the safekeeping and safe return of the equipment, and in particular those materials which are made of several pieces, or appear to be expensive and glossy

This challenge can be overcome in three ways:

· retain the toy library within the school or programme premises, managed by one adult who is responsible for the use of the toys in the same way as a librarian is responsible for library holdings, or stockroom manager  for textbooks.

· First discuss with families and staff the origin of the toys, the parts of each toy and how to handle the parts and the whole. Include in the discussions which can range over the entire programme as required, ways in which to monitor the use and return of each toy and the way in which toys can be mended when necessary. Responsibility of the toys must be built into all usage by all users throughout.
· encourage and assist everyone to create and make toys out of natual and appropriate waste materials.

Finally, we need to look at the look of many toys:

· Brightly coloured in ‘unnatural’ colours which we cannot make ourselves

· Highly glossy (shiny) which we cannot easily produce

· Made out of materials using processes which we cannot access

· Expensive

· Commercial, global, ‘foreign’
The outcomes of face-to-face encounters between these sorts of toys and we people, are often that we
· are intimidated by them and cannot believe that ‘home-made’ is ‘as good as’

· believe that education only happens when this type of resource is available  

· believe that there is no hope for them.

We therefore need to be very careful of the subliminal message or hidden agenda that we may be transmitting!

6. District officials find it difficult to communicate with teachers and parents, and to integrate AL into classroom practice.

Beatrice and Margaret note that In all of our own daily communications, through our own behaviours and attitudes, (speaking and through body language), both in civil society and in the civil service, talk about the poor as ‘they’ and as ‘these people’ and particularly in the educational sense as ‘they are illiterate’ (DD. 12/09/2005: 1).    We make plans for the poor. We use the passive voice: ‘They must be trained….’, ‘they must be told to come….’, ‘they must make use of….’ (personal communications within workshops held by both authors).
We believe that we all need to listen more and to speak much less. For this paper we have not yet begun speaking with the target group for ALLs. There was no presence of families from the target group at the Mpekweni Conference.  This research and negotiation must take place urgently as the starting point for the next phase in the province. We must find out what vulnerable people really want and need, before we give them a programme. The Chinese character for the verb ‘listen’ comprises the concepts of ‘heart’, ‘ear’ and ‘understanding’. We must employ this understanding of the verb.  

As Narayan et al noted in their research on poverty in the world, 

	Poor people seek institutions that are "effective," "trustworthy," "uniting," "dependable," "respectful," "courteous," "truthful," "listening," "not corrupt" and "not corrupting." They want to develop their own organizations so they can effectively negotiate fair partnerships with governments, with traders and with NGOs; they want direct assistance and local ownership of funds through community-driven programs, with governments and NGOs accountable to them 
(Narayan D. et al. 2000) 




7. Not enough funding is allocated to AL and ALL

We need to make a clear advocacy and funding strategy with logical frameworks.  This is the most important step that we can take within our province at present.  In this step we will have to attend to all the recommendations we have stated above.
Conclusions

AL and ALL sound so simple to do! 
But in areas where human beings are living chronically with poverty and poverty’s partners, ALL becomes a HUB for development. Where there are toys for children which are actually taken TO the places where children are, and especially when there are nutrition and wellness programmes, information about accessing grants and skills for living and entertainment for the adults and older siblings, there will be people congregating within their neighbourhoods.
A toy library is therefore, in our understandings, not a resource which can stand alone. A toy library can only be as good as the integrated development model of which it must be itself an integral part.
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