"Children's literature- Bridges between Nations"

Organized by IBBY and held in Biga, Turkey, from 16 to 19 May 2009.

Objectives of the Conference: Patsy Aldana

Everyone was welcomed to the meeting and thanked for coming.  After asking the participants to introduce themselves and their organizations, there was a short history of IBBY as well as an outline of the current activities.  The basic reason for calling this meeting was to work out ways in which IBBY could help bring children and books together in Afghanistan and Tajikistan.  The rich experiences of IBBY members from around the world could be adapted to work these countries. 

Childhood in Afghanistan is not really recognized and one aim of the meeting should be that the child is recognized as an important individual. 

What outside NGOs can do to help the promotion of indigenous research in order to strengthen & promote children's literature: Zohreh Ghaeni (Iran)

How can countries with a common culture work together on research?  The concept of children's literature has existed in Iran for about 2,500 years, but only in the last 50 years has it become an institution.  The most recent innovation is the Ketabak website (www.ketabak.org) where news of children's literature from around the world, as well as from the region can be read.  The site is aimed at parents, teachers, and librarians, as well as others working in children's literature.  The site also provides materials to promote reading among children.  

Whenever possible, quality literature is recommended to develop lifelong readers.  But, that is not always possible and depends on time, place and development of the country, e.g. currently in Afghanistan.

Promoting children's literature, experiences in Iran: Noushin Ansari (Iran)

The promotion of children's literature began in 1962 when the Children's Book Council of Iran was established.  CBC runs a research library that provides tools and guidance to all those working in Children's literature, creators as well as librarians, promoters, etc.  It produces recommended lists of good books, runs libraries – both mobile and static, and organizes workshops for librarian training. 
Publishing quality books and experiences in creative education: Bahridden Aliev (Tajikistan)

Tajikistan was under Communist rule between 1924 and 1972 and had no relationship with any of its neighbouring countries.  This separation meant that the children were unaware of the similar languages and stories told 'next door'.  After the fall of the Soviet Union the country opened up and began to receive books from publishers in Iran.  However, these books were often not very suitable for the Tajik market because of the language and their aesthetic quality.  This led to translation of the stories to make them appropriate for the Tajik children.  During the Soviet times most villages had 2 libraries – a school/government library and a village library.  But there was no reading promotion.  Today the public libraries no longer exist and the only books available are in bookshops in the larger towns.   Since the 1990s several   magazines have been established and now there is at least one journal and one newspaper is published specifically for children and young adults.  They are distributed to the provinces and sold for a small sum to children.  However, they are not popular being mono-colour and generally uninteresting.  The problem lies with the fact that writers in recent years are not familiar with modern children's literature elsewhere.  The materials are also often badly translated and poor quality – both text and illustration.  Another factor is that there are few modern printing presses in the country and the books are of very poor quality, but nevertheless have a high retail price.  At present there are no courses in illustration or children's literature and it would be useful to receive grants to take courses in other countries or experts from outside could be invited to run courses in Tajikistan.  

Publishing quality books and experiences in Creative Education: Mohammad Hadi Mohammadi (Iran) 

Creative Education (CE) is a teaching method in Iran that is non-pedagogic, but has an indirect educational merit to it.  Different children need different approaches and CE can cover all these by looking at the child as an individual with its own separate personality.  The practice is child-centred and includes specific elements: assessment of the child's needs, kindness and play.  The use of literature and art allows for the natural development of the child whereas more formal education methods cannot.  CE encourages inquiring minds, art, environment, relationships, movement, fantasy, home life, national and human values.  

Most subjects can be taught through literature using CE methods, even mathematics, for example the use of The Enormous Turnip as a counting book.  A series of textbooks can be made that are not ideological, but will impart the facts just as easily as formal lessons, and literary texts stay longer with the child than non-literary texts.  

Experiences in Pakistan: Basarat Kazim 

In Pakistan publishers are finally starting to understand the need of children for their own literature.  Various ways of promoting reading and a reading culture can be employed such as book fairs, seminars, book signings and competitions.  The National Book Foundation is very useful in promoting these activities.  Other ways are the setting up of school and mobile libraries.  After lobbying the government for thirty years, school libraries have been introduced into middle schools and the Alif Laila Book Bus Society / IBBY Pakistan has been asked to write guidelines for new libraries.

Experiences in Afghanistan: M. Fazel Sahrifi and Aziz Nehoftah 

The beginnings of literature share common sources with other countries in the region.  The ancient city of Balkh has been an important source of poetry and stories in the region for over 700 years.  The first newspaper, which included an educational part for children, was first published in the 19th century, but ceased production in 1890.  Later on the Ministry of Education published a magazine for children and in the 1950s and 60s more books, including translations, were published and one magazine specifically for children called "The Voice of Children" was produced.  1954 saw a major development in the production of school text books that were geared to what the children needed to know and away from adults thought they should know.  Up to this point, children were seen as small adults and good advice and instructions were the only reading matter prepared for them.  During the 1980s further developments were made by the communist regime and a writers' society was established with a division for children's literature.  However, the books for children pushed Soviet ideology and were not accepted by the people, even though some were actually good books.  After the Islamic revolution in the 1990s the children were largely forgotten and during the Taliban rule nothing was done or published for children apart from a few magazines.  

During the Taliban regime the needs of the children were considered secondary and therefore not important: even today, children's literature is not considered important.  Various NGOs have tried to fill this gap, but there is still no advocacy or awareness of the needs.  Furthermore, the NGOs are not connected to each other which gives a serious lack of coordination.  PEN has tried to establish an institute with the Goethe Institute that would comprise NGOs, writers and illustrators as well as the government, but it has not yet managed to do so.   The publishing industry also has many problems and one of the basic ones is the lack of technology available.  The existing publishing houses are not up to date with printing technology, and the graphics and layouts are also poor.  Most of the publishing is done in black and white and there are no professional illustrators and there are very few writers for children.  Distribution is also difficult.   There is little recognition of reading or children's literature in other media, such as radio or TV, even though they are important tools for communication. 

The Pavaz magazine for children was started by an NGO based in Paris called AINA (www.ainaworld.org) that had been established by photojournalist Reza Degahti.  The first issue was published at the end of 2002 and aims at being a cultural and education magazine for all children.  But after the years under the Taliban many children were illiterate, especially the girls.  However, those who had grown up in the refugee camps had gone to school and learned to read and write.  But the parents often remain illiterate and Parvaz is seen as bridge within families.  Many of the organizations that support the high-quality production are unable to continue on a regular and so the magazine is published only when funds are available.  Because the magazine carries no advertising no revenue is gained in that way. 

Pavaz works closely with Aschiana (www.aschiana.com), which reviews the magazine and runs workshops on storytelling, writing and writing by children.   The later are often published in Parvaz!  

The main problems can be summarized as:

· Lack of specialization in children's literature

· Lack of a common strategy

· Lack of access to literacy.

Evaluation of different approaches, or are they different? What is successful? What is practical? How can other experiences help in the development of quality publications for children in Afghanistan? Ali Ahmad Shirzai and Karim Moradi
The Sanayee Development Organization (SDO), established in 1990, (www.sanayee.org.af), has published about 12 titles for children that support SDO's ideals of peace education.  The SDO has set up libraries and produced visual aids for schools.  They are also helping to establish a syllabus for peace education in schools, including teacher training.  The Ministry of Education has recently accepted the curriculum in five madrasahes and after a trial period it will be tested before being accepted in the general school curriculum.   Because the children are often the only breadwinners for their family, the SDO has developed new ways of training for the children so that they can still bring money into the family but learn at the same time. For example, teaching sewing and modern technology.  They also try to motivate the children to improve their writing skills by encouraging them to write for and develop hand-made magazines for the libraries. 

Moradi established his publishing company in Iran in 2000 while working in the Afghan refugee camps.  He began by developing a magazine to entertain the children and went on to publish a book to help them understand their 'double identity' of living in the camps in Iran while still being Afghans.  The company wanted to develop Afghan literature in the Dari language and produce four books every quarter, but the funding ran out. 

This theme cropped up time and time again.  There is no long-term fund-raising strategy currently in Afghanistan, only short-term donors.  The communications between the government and the NGOs have not yet been established far enough to allow any subventions for project or publishing.  Magazines need regular funding, but the publishers have to rely on donors, who often have their own agenda, which is not always necessarily the same as what is needed.  

Sadly, parents often seem to prefer their children working rather than attend school, and believe that children's literature is only a passing fashion!

Of an estimated 12 million children, only 6.5 million have access to any education, and that is not quality education. 
The role of librarians in promotion of quality books in schools and in development in rural communities:  The success of the strategy in Mexico: Patsy Aldana and in Iran: Monir Homayoumi 

In Mexico, the Ministry for Public Education, under the leadership of Elisa Bonilla, has developed a democratic and civil way of bringing books to children in school through the National Reading Programme.  This has had a positive effect on publishers in Mexico and Latin America in general and has encouraged the publication of more quality books for children.  This model can be used and adapted for specific circumstances, such as those currently in Afghanistan and Tajikistan.  The non-didactic books are chosen and outside reviewers are asked for their comments on the selection.  The selection process is therefore very open and transparent and result is a selection of high quality books.  Once the books are in the schools the teachers/librarians are trained on how to use them in the classroom.  

In Iran, rural libraries have been established by the Centre for the Cultural Development of Children / CCDC and they train the local librarians.  The CCDC is non-governmental and therefore has more freedom regarding the times and content.  Results can already be seen in the children's better grades and behaviour.  Training in technology should be introduced into the school curriculum, especially in the villages to encourage the children to remain there. 

Current strategy in Afghanistan and future plans, Azim Noorbakhsh 

After the fall of the Taliban the resultant freedom of speech has led towards the development of literacy.  The main aim now is to lay down a sound strategy for increasing writing and publishing skills.   Today there are 500 newspapers published across the country, 100 review magazines and about 20 TV channels.  However, the development of children's literature has been very patchy in both the government and in civil society.  Most of the writers – 95% – focus on political issues, such as the politics and security, and not social issues.  Most activities are run by NGOs and international aid organization.  But, although this is crucial there is no coordination and mostly the efforts are focussed on personal agendas.  The most serious hindrance is the lack of interest by the government in children's literature and literacy issues.  The pervading lack of recognition of childhood means that children are also frequently subject to violence, sexual abuse, and use as child labour, although there has been some progress made in the larger centres.  There are a few organizations doing work, but not enough. 

IBBY can play an important role in the promotion of literacy and build up a solid base by providing clear and workable examples to follow.  Workshops for writers can be run to improve the quality of writing in the country.  The collaboration with neighbouring countries is very important and with continuous help and support this could have a long-term impact on the reading culture of Afghanistan.  Guidance from IBBY and other NGOs could be crucial, but the biggest need at present is coordination between the existing organizations in Afghanistan.  A study centre could be established with help from Iran, scholarships and research would be important in raising the profile of children's literature.   The same basics could also be applied to Tajikistan where the situation of children's literature is very similar. 

Even though IBBY is not an aid agency that can set up an office and work in the country, it has the ability to act as a catalyst for change.  It can bring people and ideas together, introduce successful projects from other places that could be adapted to suit the situation.  It is often not enough to pour money into programmes with no backup, and this often prolongs the dependence on donors. 

Official policies for schools and community libraries and training in Afghanistan and Tajikistan, Massuma Jafari, Ghulam Nazari Fariba Hamidi 

In 1966 a library network was established with 74 public libraries and had 300 employees.   The public library in Kabul comprises seven sections, but in rural areas the libraries are not large with few facilities, often just one or two small rooms.  At the end of the Taliban period the government created small libraries that they hope will expand with time and do more to promotes children's literature.  At present the criteria for a policy programme is being prepared for the government.  One of the main aims is the development of the book industry by:

· Introduction of the ISBN system: only 45 titles have got an ISBN so far.

· Introduction of a pilot project for mobile libraries in Kabul and 12 districts, to be expanded.

· More public libraries: to be reactivated and more introduced across Afghanistan. The ministry has agreed to create a space for an exhibition and book market at the National Gallery in Kabul.  It is hope that international publishers will participate.

· Research on a national level

· National Bibliography: this has been prepared using standard formulation as used by IFLA. 

· Government to expand the private sector of the book industry

· Join IFLA (International Federation of Library Associations) 

Translation of materials for children should be encouraged and distribution of materials must be improved.  The whole legal framework for publishing has to be developed, including the support of international copyright laws, as well as the rights of writers and illustrators.  All of the above have budget problems, are subject to delays by the government offices, a lack of professional librarians, a lack of specialist libraries, and a lack of responsibility by the librarians.

School libraries experience problems ranging for the lack of trained librarians to books donations in inaccessible languages.  Any money available in the schools is very often used for other materials rather than the purchase of books. 

The Noor Education Centre – NEC – has the motto Smallness of means – Greatness of purpose.  When the centre was first established at the beginning of 2001 the activities were only for women and children.  However, men could join as long as they introduced at least three or four women to the Centre.   Today the Centre has about 3,000 members from all levels of society.  The main NEC library in Kabul lends out books to its visitors; has a small reference section and has space for study.  Other activities at the NEC include an Internet café, language classes for women, classes in computer use, writing competitions and opportunities for parent teacher meetings.  An important part of its work is advocacy and professional training for women.

The future of these policies and the role of NGOs in reading promotion, Ibrahim Hotak and Jamila Afghani

There are 3,000 international and national NGOs working in Afghanistan!  Most of them were established shortly after the end of the Taliban era: 2001/2002 and they are still arriving.   They cover all types of activity from security to parks and public spaces.  The main reason for this huge amount is the weakness of the government after the earlier destruction of existing structures.  However, there are no community organizations established as yet.  This has led to a dependency on the NGOs, although there is no real transparency about what they all do and accomplish.  Often NGOs who are not familiar with Afghan society are likely to make mistakes and they have a tendency to only work for a year at a time so allowing for no continuity in the work.  The international organizations tend to neglect the work at the community level.

Before Afghanistan can start to function again civil society needs to be strengthened.  The social organizations are not well established and they offer no employment opportunities.  Society is now dependent on foreign aid and is not self-reliant.  There are 44 countries supplying military aid and only two that support social work!  A suitable methodology needs to be developed to encourage self-mobilization and self-management.  The government has to develop a common goal for the NGOs working in Afghanistan and a national advocacy should be promoted. It was suggested that a national conference on this issue would be worthwhile.  

Some progress has been made over the past two years with the government redirecting resources.  Donors are beginning to set up private companies and are able to recruit staff, but the funds decrease with each new activity and very little of the donated money actually reaches what it was given for.   Corruption is also a big problem and can have a very negative impact on projects.  All NGOs have to register with the Ministry of Finance, but there are no follow-up controls to ensure that they function.  

To advocate for children's literature and literacy an electronic forum could be established that would be practical and perhaps, make things possible.  But this could only be a way of communication and not policy making.  

Experiences in Iran using books with working/street children, Zohreh Ghaeni and Afsaneh Ashrafi

In Iran a very high percentage of working children are Afghans and 70% of these are undocumented and therefore deprived of government education.  The Institute for the Education and Empowerment of Working Children has helped by providing training for the teachers in these centres.  The training is based on using Creative Education and concentrates on the children and their needs by developing their senses.  Play is an important part of the education and helps to reduce tension in the children.  Currently there are 20 teachers in 6 centres.  In the summer of 2008 the teachers assessed their progress and future needs were discussed.   The centres hope to be able to expand their activities and the quality of them and help more street children receive some education.  Most of the teachers are young women students who give their time voluntarily.  They receive a course of nine weekly sessions and then undertake fieldwork for four months.  In 2008 about 250 children attended the centres' courses lasting between two and five days, 60% of them were girls between 7 and 15 years old.  Nevertheless, there are problems.  These centre do not provide a stable basis for the children and there are different opinions as to what they should be offering to them.  The centres are away from the city centres and transport is difficult.  Because volunteers run the centres, no salaries can be offered and many teachers leave after taking the training.  The training will continue and new approaches will be sought to design a training project for children with a minimum of attendance.  

Experiences related to introducing literature to Iranian women and children, Farzaneh Okhovat

This project teaches the love of books by visiting groups around the country and reading aloud the classics of Iranian literary texts and poetry (Shahnameh & Masnavi).  Through her work with mothers she focuses on the family and introduces books to be read together.
The role of magazines in bibliotherapy: the Parvaz model, Aziz Nehoftah, Eng. Yousef and Fazel Sharifi

There are no statistics available in Afghanistan! Parvaz works with three institutions. One of these is in West Kabul and works with children left traumatized after the war.  Most of them were illiterate and had no memories of the past.  With talking, telling stories, painting and drawing these slowly came back and with the memories their speech also returned and enabled them to tell their own stories.  These were written down and assessed by a French psychologist.  After several months the behaviour of the children improved and their stories were printed in a book in French and Dari.  This experience showed how much stories, drawing and the other activities could help to solve the children's problems.  Some of the children were selected to teach others about their rights as a child and some of the stories that they wrote reflected this and could be used to teach others.  Parvaz has been teaching children about their rights and they in turn, have been written stories to pass on the information to others.  These stories are included in a special issue of Parvaz in Dari and Pashto, and 40,000 copies were distributed free of charge to schools across Afghanistan, and was partly sponsored by UNICEF.  

The charity Aschiana has been cooperating with Parvaz helping to improve the lives of children. Aschinana has developed six centres in Afghanistan, five of which are in the provinces.  The organization concentrates on providing education for street children and special classes for older children who are out of school.  Aschiana trains mobile educational teams; runs special training for disabled children; prepares life skills and community skills.  A micro-credit scheme has been set up that the children administer.  This helps them to think about their own life and future by teaching them the value of money and how to use their time and ultimately learn how to take responsibility for themselves.   Aschiana also runs a school sponsorship programme.  About 500 children benefit from this programme that allows them to leave the streets and attend school.  Other activities include: skills training for families; sports; health programme with prevention awareness, and with access to doctors and certain hospitals; food distribution; employment assistance for families and some small loans to families; juvenile training, visits to family, etc.; teaching about children's rights; and, news for the media under the heading Voice of Children, with news, suggestions, photographs, paintings, etc..

AINA and Aschiana are developing a joint project for the future that involves a resource library that will be a research centre for children's literature.  Two projects dealing with addiction have been set up: 1) food, 2) displaced children.  Drugs addicts are transferred to the Aschiana centres and at present they cater for 800 adults and between 40 and 60 children below 18 years of age. 
The way forward for Afghanistan? Mohammad Zaher

Afghanistan needs a list of priorities before children's literature can gain any importance.  Above all a unified platform that not only acts nationally, but also thinks internationally.   Another basic challenge is to improve the children's reading and writing skills.    

Specific suggestions from established IBBY sections in the region would be well received to promote ideas for improvements in adults as well as for the children.  At present Afghanistan is missing libraries, librarians and quality books – the importance of stories and poetry has to be impressed upon the authorities and the public.  The necessary talents to go forward are present in Afghanistan, but the organization is lacking to utilize them for children's literature.  People need to be encouraged with suitable support, guidance and a proper administration.  There are many workshops and conferences held each year in Afghanistan, but the results are never disseminated. 

There is a great need for a common strategic plan, and this needs a proper network of all organizations working in the field of children's literature.  Even more urgent is the official and general recognition of childhood.  This first meeting in Biga could be seen as the groundwork for such a network, for Afghanistan and for Tajikistan.
Several suggestions were put forward:

1. Two or more organizations or centres represented at the meeting could establish a central organization that unites everyone and every NGO working in all aspects of children's literature.

2. A central organization could also work towards changing the role of children and take the lead in an advocacy programme. 
3. Media campaigns about literacy, and bringing the idea of children's literature to the public.  Physical action to back up good intentions, such as: marches, exhibitions of books, with media coverage can bring the attention of the authorities to the importance of children's literature. 
4. More workshops for writers and illustrators are needed. 

5. Establish small children's libraries creating a bridge between children's literature and the future.

6. More training for librarians.

7. Regional cooperation using the IBBY network should be strengthened.

8. A project proposal from Parvaz was put forward to increase the number of children's books available: each IBBY section recommends one title to Parvaz for translation and publishing.   Various organizations, such as the British Council, some French associations, the Goethe Institute, and others, could be persuaded to help with the publishing costs.  
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