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This brief is about a pilot project for the production and dissemination of low cost books about daily life 
in Burkina Faso. The project is run by Friends of African Village Libraries and has been supported by a 
global grant from The Rotary Foundation. Young readers have responded with enthusiasm to locally-
produced books featuring local people and themes. More than 60 photo books have been created, printed 
and distributed to community libraries through the project and a small media center in Houndé has been 
set up where a production team uses scanner and laser printers to produce new pamphlet-style books.  
 
Michael Kevane is Co-Director of FAVL (Friends of African Village Libraries at http://www.favl.org/) for 
West Africa and an Associate Professor and Chair of the Economics Department at Santa Clara 
University. He has published numerous scholarly works on economic development issues in Africa and 
has consulted for the World Bank, Freedom from Hunger, and the private sector. 

 
 

Introduction 
 
The primary function and value of public 
libraries, even today in the digital age, is to 
promote reading1. For libraries to serve the 
reading public, they must have collections that 
will interest readers. In many situations, it is not 
enough to passively accept the books available 
from publishers and book donation programs. As 
with schools, the staff of public libraries and the 
organizations that support public libraries have 
to be attentive to the creation of content. 
 
Creation of original content that reflects local 
culture is especially important for promoting 
reading in rural Burkina Faso. Village readers 
are mostly first-generation readers. They have 
not been immersed, from childhood, in a reading 
culture. Their home environment has been 
literacy-poor; most homes have no books. Their 
teachers have not read them story books in the 
classroom. They have not had free reading time 
at school. Almost no primary schools have 

                                                           
1 Paper presented at the 80th IFLA World Library and 
Information Congress General Conference and 
Assembly on 16-22 August 2014 in Lyon, France. 

 
 

school libraries. The Ministry of Education 
proclaims awareness of the importance of 
promoting a reading culture, even though the 
budget for book distribution and reading 
programs is minimal. Indeed, the network of 35 
government libraries has been virtually 
abandoned.  
 
The reading ecosystem is changing, of course. 
Bookstores and informal sector book stalls 
increasingly serve the well-educated urban 
reading public. In the past, this would have been 
enough to ensure a vibrant reading ecosystem. 
The introduction of smart phones has clearly 
changed the purchasing habits and leisure time 
habits of would-be readers. It is unclear whether 
places like Burkina Faso will support both a 
reading culture and a smart phone culture.  

 
Reading preferences of rural African readers 
 
When books are made available to rural 
populations in Africa that are first or second-
generation school-goers, a class of avid readers 
emerges. New readers, especially youth and 
children, have strong motivation to read. There 
is, however, considerable problem of access to 
books and other reading materials. Every library, 
then, is faced with choices over how to allocate 
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a limited collections budget. In practice, rural 
African libraries confront a serious dilemma: fill 
up shelves with donated European or American 
books, from organizations such as Books for 
Africa and BookAid International, or purchase 
books written by African authors, or books 
developed with an African reader in mind? 
 
The experience of Friends of African Village 
Libraries (FAVL) is pertinent. FAVL has found 
very strong demand for African books compared 
with donated books, in 13 community libraries 
in Burkina Faso. These libraries are typically 
one room buildings, often refurbished from 
abandoned buildings no longer used by the 
community. Each library collection comprises 
from 1,000-2,000 books. Records of borrowing 
indicate overwhelming preference by adult 
readers for African novels. Moreover, usage of 
books in the libraries, especially by 
schoolchildren, confirms strong preferences for 
African children’s books.  
 
Francophone Africa has, unfortunately, a deficit 
in the production of children’s literature. In view 
of the difficulties in acquiring children’s books, 
FAVL undertook the process of experimenting 
with a variety of book production strategies. 
Today I describe the results of two of those 
strategies: the production of photo books, and 
the creation of a center in Houndé to print and 
distribute locally authored reading materials. 
 
Creating photo books for early readers 
 
The perspective at FAVL was that perhaps a 
good way to serve rural readers in village 
libraries would be to aim for speed and quantity 
in book production and worry less about quality. 
Changes in technology had, in 2007, made the 
creation and printing of photobooks much 
simpler. The idea was to make lots of books 
quickly and cheaply. Books would be read 50 or 
100 times by eager readers; the cost “per read” 
would then only be $.05-.10. Books did not need 
to be works of art. Moreover, no special skills 
were required. “Anybody” could produce a 
decent photo book. 
 
So in 2007, FAVL asked a university student, 
Chelsea Rangel, who was volunteering in a 

village library in Burkina, to try her hand at 
making photo books. FAVL received a $2,000 
grant from the Santa Clara Rotary Club for the 
printing, as well as technical assistance on 
printing from a Rotary club member, Charlie 
Wasser. Chelsea, in the course of two months in 
the village, took photographs for three books. 
FAVL printed 100 copies of each book, at a cost 
of about $5 per book, and shipped them to 
Burkina. 
 
One book was on the making of brewed 
sorghum beer, one on the making of peanut 
fritters, known as coura-coura, and the last on 
the marketplace in the village. The text was in 
French and Dioula. They were a big hit in the 
libraries.  
 
FAVL then conducted another pilot in 2008, 
with Amy Reggio, another volunteer who spent 
a summer in Burkina. This time the costs of 
publication were covered by a grant from the 
New Field Foundation, based in San Francisco. 
The goal was to create content that would 
encourage girls to become better readers.  Amy 
produced three books: My Favorite Book, One 
Day in the Life of the Midwife, and My Mother 
and Me. FAVL produced the books using Adobe 
Indesign, and printed them using a print-on-
demand service, called Fastpencil.com.  
 

 
 
Once FAVL had “proof of concept,” book 
production began in earnest. In the fall of 2009, 
FAVL partnered to launch a study abroad 
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program with Santa Clara University called 
Reading West Africa. University students spent 
three months in Burkina, including six weeks in 
a village immersion experience where they 
volunteered in the village library. During their 
village stay, they completed a project for a 
digital photography class (under the able 
instruction of Professor David Pace). The project 
was to create photographic content and text for 
three photo books. Over three years, 24 students 
created more than 60 photobooks. They are 
available for preview and purchase at: 
http://www.fastpencil.com/users/favlafrica 
 
Four examples should suffice to give an idea of 
the content created. The first is Working: What 
is Your Job by Brian Lance, a talented young 
photographer, on the kinds of work people do in 
the villages and nearby towns, such as a woman 
making donuts in the market. Can you imagine 
being a young girls going to school and seeing 
your mother in a picture book? It is *very* 
encouraging! 
 

 
 
The second is Riddles! by Lacey Goodloe. 
Young children from the village of Dohoun pose 
and answer common riddles of the village. 
Lacey took some wonderful photographs. 
 
A third book is The Little Trickster, by Ezequiel 
Olvera. He got some children to act out the roles 
of a family that is mystified when small things 
appear and disappear, and little cakes are eaten 
by a mysterious ghost. Children imagine a 

monster is loose in the village. But everything 
turns out fine; it is just the little one playing a 
trick on his family.  
 
Lest you think all the books are for young girl 
readers, Lacey Goodloe also made a book 
oriented towards boys, The Trucks of Burkina 
Faso. This book introduces a lot of specialized 
vocabulary in French, dealing with truck parts. I 
should point out that building vocabulary is 
probably one of the main pedagogic purposes of 
these books. Numerous studies show that early 
readers acquire vocabulary by reading and 
inferring from context, especially with visual 
cues of photographs, what the word might mean. 
The word then becomes imprinted in the brain, 
along with the visual.  
 

 
 
Lately, FAVL has moved to encourage local 
photographers and authors to produce photo 
books. To date, FAVL have printed three books 
by one of the coordinators, Sanou Dounko. His 
first was about building of improved latrines. 
The book follows a training done by Dounko. 
Villagers interested in building are happy to sit 
and read the book. A second is Julie Visits the 
Village Garden, about a girl visiting a village 
garden.  The third is on the animal market in the 
town of Djibo, in northern Burkina Faso.  
 

http://www.fastpencil.com/users/favlafrica
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Also, students at a local secondary school in 
Ouagadougou put together a book for a service 
learning project. The result was Faso Park: A 
Tourist Book for Children about an amusement 
park in the capital city. For village readers, this 
would probably be the only time they would see 
images of this park. It was a nice chance for 
privileged youth in Ouagadougou to do a project 
that directly benefitted rural readers.  
 
An important initiative has been to demonstrate 
another kind of book that will be very attractive 
to readers in villages. These are books about 
recent local history, illustrated, to the extent 
possible, with photographs from the region. Our 
test book was the life story of Koura Bemavé, an 
80- year old resident of Béréba village. Bemavé 
served in the French colonial army. Bemavé had 
a small cache of photographs from his youth and 
military service, and then during his long time in 
the village. The book FAVL made about his life 
has been much appreciated.  
 
The books have been a fantastic success in terms 
of generating interest among readers. Second 
only to some children’s books by Ivoirian writer 
Fatou Keita, and the Fati children’s books by 
Kathy Knowles, the photo books have become 
the most widely read books in the village 
libraries. Librarians are absolutely convinced of 
the relevance and importance of the books in 
attracting readers.  
 
 

 
 
Local books: Multimedia center of Houndé 
 
The success with creating photo books led 
FAVL to work collaboratively with the Rotary 
Club of Sunnyvale (and Rotarian Charlie 
Wasser) to apply for a larger grant from Rotary 
International to produce even more books 
printed locally. This five year $35,000 grant was 
approved in 2013, and funds were transferred in 
August 2013. The mayor of Houndé, the 
province capital, provided a small building 
which was refurbished and provided with 
electricity.  
 
The building became the Houndé Multimedia 
Center, with several computers and printers and 
other book production tools. FAVL was lucky to 
have a third-year Peace Corps volunteer, Molly 
Morrison, help with the launch and development 
of procedures. The center will organize 
workshops and encourage local authors to get 
their ideas into book form. The books are printed 
as pamphlets, and distributed to local libraries 
and schools.  
 
In the first year 2013-14, ten books have been 
created and printed in a label called Series Faso 
Bibliothèque. This series caters to children and 
youth at a low reading level. Each page features 
one sentence per page accompanied by one 
image per page. The books are printed in black 
and white with a color card stock cover. The 
binding is folded and stapled. Here is a sample 
of the books. 
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Le rêve d’Olivia (Olivia’s Dream). A young girl 
falls asleep and dreams about going to school. 
She dreams that she will learn how to read and 
write, make friends, become successful and 
ultimately become a nurse. When she awakes, 
she asks her mother to register her for school. 

 

 
 

 
L’histoire de Nazounou (The Story of 
Nazounou). A little boy is given an orange tree 
sapling which he plants and cares for. As he gets 
older, he continues to care for the tree and plants 
more orange trees which eventually become an 
orange orchard. He sells the oranges and 
becomes wealthy and successful. 
 
L’école et la résponsibilité des parents (School 
and the Responsibility of Parents). This story 
highlights the struggles of girls who struggle in 
school because they are not supported by their 
parents and they often don’t have enough time to 
study. Because they aren’t successful in school, 
often these girls are taken out of school and 
married off young. 

 

 
 

Mon âge, ma chance (My Age, My Luck). A 
baby is born and explores his surroundings and 
appreciates his world as he grows into a child. 
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Le soleil et la lune (The Sun and the Moon). 
This story is a myth about why the solar eclipse 
happens. 
 
Rama l'orpheline (Rama the Orphan). Rama is 
an orphan who is withdrawn and sad, but 
through determination and hard work she 
becomes a successful professional woman. 

 
Un enfant travailleur (A Child who Works). A 
boy asks to be enrolled in school so that he can 
learn to read and write. He also works in his 
family’s fields. His father is pleased and rewards 
the boy for his hard work. 

 

 
 

The overall response to the books has been 
positive. The books seem to be interesting to 
readers because the books are written by local 
authors.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
Conclusion 
 
The experience of Friends of African Village 
Libraries (FAVL) has been that young readers 
respond very positively to locally-produced 
books that feature local people and themes. 
Realizing this, FAVL has experimented 
successfully with two initiatives. The first is the 
production of photo books, printed through 
fastpencil.com. More than 60 photo books 
created, printed and distributed to community 
libraries. The second is the establishment of a 
small media center in the town of Houndé, 
where a production team uses scanner and laser 
printers to produce pamphlet-style books. 
Fifteen books have been produced. 
 
Both kinds of books are widely read in the 
community libraries of the region. The main 
lesson learned? It can be done! Only a small 
budget is needed, maybe $200 for printing 10 
copies, plus a digital camera or scanner, and a 
good dose of creativity. 
 

 


