LESSONS LEARNED FOR
EFFECTIVE OVERSEAS
DONATIONS

The Canberra-based aid organisation Nusa Tenggara
Association (NTA, www.nta.org.au) has been donating
books to village school libraries in Flores and West Timor
since 2002 as part of awide range of village development
projects. These areas are among the poorest parts of
Indonesia and many rural schools lack even the most
basic facilities such as chalk, blackboards, desks and, of
course, books. The NTA has donated small numbers of
reading, reference and textbooks to over fifty schools. It
has been found that providing attractive reading material
not only raises literacy levels but improves attendance
and encourages children to stay at school longer.

But it has been found that providing the books alone is
not effective. The donations are therefore part of a wider
library development initiative that now also includes
short courses for school teachers by local professional
librarians on how to manage these small collections, while
equipment such as book shelves, bookcases, catalogue
cards and borrowing slips are also provided. Many of the
primary school teachers have never seen or used effective
working libraries before.

The books are provided following discussions with
the schools during twice-yearly field visits. Some schools
prefer reading or reference material, others, who lack even
the basic textbooks and teaching material, prefer the NTA
to assist them to acquire these basic tools. Some schools
request material for higher classes, others request books
for kindergarten and Years 1 and 2. There have been long
debates about whether bookcases are preferable to open
shelves; the former provide greater protection against
the dust in the dry season and the damp in the tropical
wet but, adversely, do not provide the open access which
stimulates children to make use of the books.

Most of the books are in Indonesian and are purchased
locally. Finding a good bulk supplier in the regional
capitals of Kupang and Maumere was important in order
to have a wide selection and obtain discount prices. Even
after acquiring the books, arrangements still need to be
made and finances allocated to enable the books to be
transported to the village schools, frequently located in
places where communications can be difficult. In the NTA's
case, working with a local NGO has been critical.

A number of schools, particularly on Flores where
the level of schooling is somewhat more sophisticated,
have found books in basic English also valuable. English
in theory is taught in primary schools, but many schools
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do not have teachers competent in the language. Simple

children's books, particularly those with illustrations, are

of use in these schools. Reference books such as atlases,

in English, may also be acceptable. The NTA has recently

agreed that where it does provide basic English-language
books, it will also provide inserts of simple translations to
make the donations even more effective.

Several parcels of these simple English-language books
have been acquired in Australia through donations from
former primary school teachers, discards from school and
public library collections and even through purchase at
garage sales. In such cases, the transport to Indonesia
has proved problematical. Postage costs may be high and
there may be problems associated with clearing the books
though customs, paying import duty or incentives to
officials. Again, it is important to obtain local advice before
taking this step. Books - as we know - are quite heavy and
if they are carried from Australia as part of the luggage
of NTA members participating in monitoring visits, it has
been found that the baggage allowance, particularly on
domestic Indonesian flights, may be exceeded, and costs
incurred.

Providing a small collection of reading material may
stimulate pupils' reading, but if they have nothing to go
on with, the children can become quickly bored. The NTA
is currently experimenting with taking out a subscription
to a local children's monthly magazine for a number of
schools in the hope that this will provide a continuing
source of reading material for those pupils keen to read.
This involves training the teachers in how to process
serials correctly.

The NTA has found that attention to detail, consultation
with library users, and advice and training from local
library professionals and other key players are important
elements of a successful book donation project.
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