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Introducing microteaching as a developmental 
tool for library assistants in under-resourced  
school libraries 

 Patti Silbert and Constance Bitso

More than twenty years into democracy, the inequalities in educational achievement 
in South African schooling remain stark. Disparities in literacy levels are reflected 
in the Grade 12 national school-leaving results, the Progress in International 
Reading Literacy Study (PIRLS) and SACMEQ.1 Based on SACMEQ III conducted 
in 2007, Spaull (2013: 3) notes that ‘South Africa has the worst education system 
of all middle-income countries that participate in cross-national assessments of 
educational achievement’, and, moreover, that South Africans perform worse than 
many low-income African countries. An analysis conducted by Equal Education in 
2010 showed that South African primary school learners were ranked last in a survey 
of reading skills involving 40 countries around the world (Aktan 2010).

Despite school libraries being internationally recognised as a ‘vital contribution 
to quality education and student achievement’ (DAC 2009: 38) and an 
acknowledged strategy to improve literacy levels (Hoskins 2006; UP 2012;  
Wessels 2010), there remains a dramatic shortage of libraries in South African 
schools. Only 8% of South African public schools have functional libraries (Equal 
Education n.d.). According to PIRLS, only 6% of South African Grade 4 learners 
attended schools with well-resourced libraries, while more than half of Grade 
5 learners are in schools without school libraries (UP 2012). Of the forty-nine 
countries participating in PIRLS, South Africa had one of the lowest levels of library 
provision. The dearth of school libraries has meant that children and their teachers 
lack access to a critical resource base, an absence that will inevitably widen the gap 
of reading and literacy (UP 2012). 

We acknowledge here the extensive lobbying of social activist organisations and the 
ongoing national campaigns of Equal Education and other civil rights groups who 
continue to advocate for school libraries. One example is Equal Education’s ‘One 
School, One Library, One Librarian’ campaign initiated in 2010. Despite various 
library initiatives and campaigns, the need to implement long-term programmes 
that seek to capacitate and empower library staff to effectively manage school 
libraries is an area that has not received sufficient attention, both in the literature 
and in the public domain. 

In an effort to help address the low literacy levels in the Schools Improvement 
Initiative (SII) partner schools, teachers and principals identified the establishment 
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of school libraries as one of the key priorities in these schools.2 In response to this 
need, the SII in collaboration with UCT’s Library and Information Studies Centre 
(LISC) and The Bookery (a Cape Town based non-profit organisation), began the 
process of implementing libraries in four of the partner schools during the period 
2013–2016 (Silbert & Bitso 2015). 

Background to the SII library support programme
Before setting up the new libraries, a full-time library assistant was appointed in 
each school to manage the library. Despite their suitability for this position in terms 
of the interview criteria, the library assistants did not have formal library training 
or qualifications (Silbert & Bitso 2015).3 To address this need, a series of training 
sessions for library assistants was offered through The Bookery, and delivered by 
the University of the Western Cape (UWC). The intention was to capacitate novice 
library assistants to develop the basic skills required to set up and manage the new 
libraries. In addition to the basic library training, the SII introduced monthly one-
on-one meetings, to mentor and support the library assistants in some of the areas 
covered in the UWC training such as developing a library policy, establishing a 
library committee, and setting up a team of library monitors. The management of 
technical tasks addressed during these library support visits included: 

• LibWin (the library management software programme used in South African 
schools); 

• book selection and acquisition; 
• cataloguing and classification; and 
• administering loans and returns. 

In these more technical areas, The Bookery’s support staff played a key role.

At the end of 2014, after implementing this individualised library support intervention 
for a two-year period, the SII and The Bookery conducted an extensive review of the 
support programme. Given the shared development needs of the library assistants 
across the SII schools, it was agreed that, instead of continuing with the individual 
support meetings, the library assistants would be more effectively supported in 
communities of practice that would meet on a monthly basis. The idea of structuring 
library assistants into geographical clusters was discussed with the library assistants, 
all of whom agreed that sharing best practice with their colleagues would build 
collaboration, collegiality and support between them.

The new community of practice4 was implemented as a pilot in the newly constituted 
SII cluster in January 2015. This revised support intervention marked a significant 
shift from the individual contact offered to library assistants during 2013 and 2014, 
towards a more collaborative, sustained, partnership-based model of intervention. 
By building on their initial UWC training and development, it was envisaged that 
library assistants would be empowered and capacitated to implement new practices 
in their libraries, and to deliver innovative library lessons. This was particularly 
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important given the existing challenges such as poor resources, large class sizes, and 
the lack of formal librarianship qualifications on the part of the library assistants. 
In the context of these challenges, Silbert and Bitso (2015) argue that multi-level 
support strategies are critical in order for library assistants to build highly functional 
libraries – as is the sharing of best practice between library assistants through 
collaboration and peer support. 

Conceptualised as a cascading support model, the objective of the revised support 
strategy, as outlined by Silbert and Bitso in their 2015 study, was to create an active 
community of practice of SII library assistants. The longer-term objective of the 
cascading support model was to extend and broaden the development of skills and 
capacity beyond the SII library assistants to include a second cluster comprising the 
rest of The Bookery’s library assistants in the Western Cape.5

The idea of structuring library assistants into geographical clusters pertained not 
only to the SII cohort but to all of The Bookery’s library assistants. The SII cluster 
comprised the partnership support team (SII project manager, Bookery library 
support manager, LISC senior academic staff member) and the five SII partner 
school library assistants. (Four of the libraries had been established through the 
SII and one had existed prior to the partnership.) Included in the cluster was one 
additional Bookery library assistant who was not from an SII partner school, but 
whose school was located in close proximity. 

In December 2015 a reflection session was held once again, this time involving 
the SII library assistants and partnership support team. It was agreed that the  
2016 SII cluster meetings would move away from the procedural focus that had 
come to define the meetings, and would instead take on a more experiential form  
of engagement. The dual focus of the 2016 cluster support meetings would  
therefore be to develop more dynamic, creative methodologies that library assistants 
could use in their lessons, and to build competency in areas such as information 
literacy. Microteaching was the chosen methodology to address both these areas 
and, as agreed by all involved, this new method of support was to be piloted in  
the SII cluster.

The purpose of this chapter is to report on the process – and progress – of this 
new, revised library support intervention. Our specific focus is twofold. Firstly: 
we describe the process of building the capacity of a group of library assistants 
through the use of microteaching as a developmental mechanism. Secondly: we 
discuss the effectiveness of microteaching in expanding the library support model 
from the original cluster to include a second cluster of library assistants. The study 
is motivated by the need for ongoing, relevant strategies to enable the growth and 
development of the library assistants in creating highly functional school libraries. 
We therefore pose the following questions:

1) To what extent has microteaching added value to the SII–Bookery cluster 
support programme in developing the capacity of library assistants?
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2) How has this methodology enabled the extension of support from the SII 
cluster into the rest of The Bookery libraries?

The chapter is structured as follows. We commence by briefly introducing the 
importance of school libraries and information literacy. Thereafter we present 
microteaching in the literature, and describe how this was used as a developmental 
tool for the library assistants in this study. Next we outline our methodological 
approach, present the data and, finally, offer our conclusion.

School libraries and information literacy
Given the reality that most township schools do not have libraries, and that where 
libraries exist, they are unstaffed, we argue for a model in which trained library 
assistants are placed in the schools to manage the libraries (Silbert & Bitso 2015). 
The placement of library assistants in school libraries enables a level of library 
functionality, and inculcates into the school environment the possibility of a culture 
of reading. In low socioeconomic-status schools, we acknowledge that the notion of 
‘librarian as teacher’ is ambitious in the light of library assistants not having received 
any formal pedagogic instruction, or formal library and information science training. 
However, given the importance of the library assistants’ contribution in supporting 
learners with reading, improving literacies across the curriculum and facilitating the 
acquisition of information literacy, we argue that schools can no longer afford to 
disregard the role of library assistants in addressing learners’ literacy levels.

According to the American Library Association (1989), an information-literate 
person is one who is able to ‘recognize when information is needed and [has]  
the ability to locate, evaluate, and use effectively the needed information’  
(Paton-Ash & Wilmot 2013: 141). The need for increased standards of information 
literacy is integrally linked to the need for school libraries as a basic norm and 
standard. This is underscored in

• the South African Schools Act of 1996; 
• the Library and Information Services (LIS) Transformation Charter  

(DAC 2014), which was commissioned by the Department of Arts and Culture 
and the National Council for Library and Information Services; and 

• the IFLA/UNESCO6 School Library Manifesto (1999). 

The LIS Transformation Charter acknowledges how difficult it is for government to 
provide each school with a library, so it recommends exploring various models for 
the provision of library and information services and information resource sharing 
– such as school clusters. 

The argument in the LIS Transformation Charter for the provision of school libraries 
is based on the following assumptions: 

• Firstly, the curriculum cannot be delivered without the availability and accessibility 
of well-organised information resources and learning material collections. 
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• Secondly, reading ability, which learners attain through wide exposure to 
leisure reading, has been repeatedly shown in the literature to be a critical 
factor that positively impacts on academic performance and learners’ retention 
in schools (Silbert & Bitso 2015). 

• Thirdly, libraries provide safe spaces for learners’ cultural and social 
development – both during the school day and after hours. It is globally 
accepted that functioning school libraries can play a key role in producing 
information-literate learners who are able to think critically and participate 
meaningfully in the broader society. 

Although it is possible for learners to complete, with success, their basic education 
without access to the school library or a public library, there is much research that 
suggests that school libraries have the potential to impact positively on language, 
literacy, and reading skills for high levels of comprehension, as well as overall 
development of children (Hart 2013; Kuhlthau 2010; Owate & Iroha 2013). Libraries 
are critical for advancing key literacies inherent in addressing basic education 
objectives, and constitute ‘an important part of the learner’s literacy environment that 
is crucial for the school system’ (Tiemensma 2006: 14). Furthermore, school libraries 
are ‘essential to every long-term strategy for literacy, education, information provision 
and economic, social and cultural development’ (IFLA/UNESCO 1999: 1). While 
libraries are an essential component of schools in the information age, school librarians 
are vital in enabling students to learn through a variety of resources and multiple 
communication channels (Kuhlthau 2010). However, a significant challenge faced in 
South African schools is that too few librarians are being developed at tertiary level 
(Paton-Ash & Wilmot 2013). Coupled with this is a general lack of acknowledgement 
of the role of the library, and of librarians as ‘agents of change and development’ 
(Paton-Ash & Wilmot 2013: 135) in the South African context. 

Recent literature shows that a stronger understanding of basic pedagogic principles 
would enhance learners’ experiences in the library. This acknowledges that librarians 
in better-resourced schools in South Africa offer bibliographic instruction, library 
instruction and information-literacy training, yet often these librarians have little or 
no knowledge of pedagogy and systematic delivery of content (Deissler et al. 2015; 
Moreillon et al. 2014). The lack of capacity in teaching and learning within the LIS 
profession is gradually being addressed through induction programmes that include 
pedagogy and basic curriculum design and delivery. The shift towards more effective 
pedagogic practices in the LIS curriculum signals an increasing acknowledgement 
of the librarian’s role as teacher, but this remains unaddressed in the South African 
public schooling sector. 

In the formal sector, as technology has advanced, and the information landscape 
has evolved, new information-literacy standards have emerged. Central to this 
is the ability to identify an information need, and to seek information to address  
this need by consulting a variety of sources. The competencies needed here  
are critical thinking and the ability to evaluate and make judgements on the 
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relevance of the information sources based on the nature of the information need 
(Hughes et al. 2006).

As illustrated in this chapter, microteaching provided a tool through which to 
enrich the quality of lesson delivery by the library assistants and, furthermore, as 
a mechanism to enhance information literacy for both the library assistants and  
their learners.

Microteaching as a developmental strategy in teacher education:  
A review of the literature 
Microteaching has been used at various levels of teacher education for many  
decades in South Africa and elsewhere (Amobi 2005; Bell 2007; Davids 2016; 
Higgins & Nicholl 2003). Its focus on strengthening practice in a simulated and 
unthreatening environment has resulted in its effectiveness as a strategy for  
pre-service teacher training. 

Dating back to the early 1960s, the use of microteaching as a teaching strategy 
involved a six-step cycle: plan, teach, observe, re-plan, re-teach and re-observe 
(Amobi 2005; Brown 1975: 15; Higgins & Nicholl 2003; Otsupius 2014). This model 
was then adapted to a three-stage cycle by researchers at the University of Ulster 
(plan, teach, observe). Typically, sessions are video recorded and played back to the 
presenter for reflection and feedback (Jacques 2000; Quinn 2000). The importance 
of developing critical reflection and awareness is pivotal to microteaching (Amobi 
2005). Studies on teacher education suggest that many teachers replicate their own 
experiences of being taught (CHE 2010; Hall et al. 2008). In Silbert and Verbeek’s 
study (Chapter 13) mentor teachers spoke about how their own personal experience 
of teaching practice had left strong impressions on them, and how this had 
influenced their teaching and mentoring of student teachers. In all examples cited 
from their study, Silbert and Verbeek noted that mentor teachers did not encourage 
critical reflection in their mentees, as they acknowledged that they had not been 
exposed to this during their own student practice.

The importance of self-reflective action in teaching suggests that this is a competency 
that also needs to be developed in library assistants to add value to the delivery 
of lessons, and to their interaction with learners. In their study on the use of 
microteaching as a teaching strategy, Higgins and Nicholl (2003) stress the need for 
student teachers to strengthen self-awareness and critical reflection skills in order to 
develop their competence in the classroom, and it is through experiential learning 
that this is enabled. 

Kolb (1984: 41) defines experiential learning as ‘the process whereby knowledge 
is created through the transformation of experience. Knowledge results from the 
combination of grasping and transforming experience.’ Experiential learning is a 
continuous process of adapting to one’s environment and being constantly informed 
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by experience, reflection on that experience, and repeated information encounters. 
In this study experiential learning provides a point of convergence between critical 
thinking and information literacy as, in order to become information literate, one 
must be able to engage in critical thinking during the information-seeking process. 
Because microteaching is experiential, and informed by reflection, we regard it as a 
valuable technique for developing both teaching practices and information literacy. 

In the study reported on in this chapter, microteaching refers to the mechanism 
used by library assistants to present lessons to their peers in a simulated classroom 
situation in order to gain experience in lesson planning and delivery, to develop 
creative methodologies, and to strengthen competencies such as information literacy 
and critical reflection. Developing basic pedagogical skills for library assistants 
constituted a key development need, given that they were expected to know how to 
share their knowledge through appropriate instruction.

Introducing microteaching as a developmental strategy for library 
assistants in the SII partner schools
In addition to managing their school libraries, library assistants were expected to 
conduct curriculum-aligned library lessons to learners across the grades, which 
would assist learners in engaging with different information sources. However, 
without formal teacher training or experience, library assistants were often at a 
loss when it came to classroom management, basic teaching skills and techniques 
to enhance reading for learners at different ages. At the beginning of 2016, 
microteaching was presented to the SII library assistants as a technique that could 
be introduced into the monthly cluster meetings. As explained, microteaching 
would help build the competencies required to perform daily tasks in the library, 
particularly with regard to the delivery of library lessons.

As a parallel intervention, The Bookery’s support team decided to implement 
a similar model of support, based on microteaching in their other two clusters. 
Although these two Bookery clusters were not part of the initial pilot, and are not 
included in the study, regular meetings took place between the SII and The Bookery 
support team to jointly conceptualise the support programme, and to ensure that the 
intervention was consistent across all three clusters. 

Once it was agreed by the library assistants and partnership support team that 
microteaching would be piloted as a support strategy at the monthly SII cluster 
meetings, each library assistant was asked to select a date on which to present their 
microteaching sessions.7 They were asked to identify a particular lesson based on 
a specific theme 8 or a book of their choice. They were then encouraged to choose 
a lesson for presentation that they had formerly given to any class, and that they 
deemed to have been successful. Each library assistant was responsible for materials 
or resources that would be needed for the micro-lesson. While the micro-lesson 
could be aimed at either the primary or secondary school level, presenters were 
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asked to inform their fellow library assistants (hereafter referred to as ‘participants’) 
at the start of the session of the grade level at which the lesson would be pitched. 

Each microteaching session was 45 minutes in length. The micro-lesson would 
take about 15 to 20 minutes, and would constitute a complete lesson including the 
introduction, middle and conclusion (Higgins & Nicholl 2003). The remaining 
25 minutes were set aside for the post-lesson discussion, reflection and feedback. 
Although, as mentioned earlier in this chapter, video recording is typically used 
in microteaching, it was not used in this pilot. Recognising the potential for ‘video 
shock’ (Higgins & Nicholl 2003: 226), it was agreed that in view of the library 
assistants’ lack of teaching experience and training, verbal feedback would be a less 
intimidating, and therefore more appropriate, method of reflection and evaluation.

The intention of the micro-lesson was to mirror as closely as possible a ‘real class 
within the constraints of time’ (Minton 2005). While the presenter delivered the micro-
lesson, the rest of the participants represented the ‘learners’ in the class. Their role was 
to observe the lesson and offer constructive feedback afterwards, as outlined below. 

In keeping with the work of Davids (2016), Higgins and Nicholl (2003) and others, 
the effectiveness of microteaching is influenced by the extent to which the objectives 
and outcomes are clarified and made explicit at the outset. The outcomes of 
microteaching, as used in this study, were 

• improving the delivery of lessons; 
• developing creative, interactive methodologies in the classroom; 
• improving lesson planning and classroom practice; 
• building confidence in the classroom; 
• heightening observation capacity; 
• constructive feedback and reflection skills; 
• improving listening skills; and 
• developing information-literacy skills. 

These outcomes represent the overarching objective of this study, namely to enable 
the growth and development of the library assistants in building highly functional 
school libraries. Of those listed above, the key outcomes that emerged from the 
data were improving lesson planning and delivery, building confidence, developing 
creative methodologies and strengthening competencies such as information literacy 
and critical reflection. Following Higgins and Nicholls’ (2003) recommendation, the 
microteaching procedure was explained to the library assistants prior to the start of 
the sessions, and a written set of guidelines with the above-mentioned outcomes and 
objectives was discussed and agreed upon.

In addition, prior to the start of the microteaching sessions, the partnership support 
team conducted an hour-long workshop, focusing on effective ways of giving  
and receiving constructive feedback. This, as Higgins and Nicholl (2003) highlight, 
is a key element in ensuring effective microteaching. A three-stage process followed 
each micro-lesson.
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Stage One (10 minutes): the presenter was the first to provide general feedback 
on her micro-lesson, commenting on what (from her perspective) worked well and 
what she felt she could improve on. The presenter was then asked to respond to the 
following set of questions designed to foreground information literacy:

• How did you identify the need for this topic? What is its relevance and how 
does it fit into the key performance areas?

• What were the steps you took in addressing the need (is this topic part of your 
term plan, displays?)

• Which sources did you consult in preparing your presentation, and why?
• How did you acknowledge your sources?

Our focus on information literacy acknowledges that this is a key element of effective 
and sustainable school libraries, and a core competency both for the library assistants 
and the learners, in engaging critically with information. The purpose of the above 
questions was therefore to anchor the microteaching model within an information-
literacy framework. These questions served to locate the discussion and create a 
consistent and coherent approach across all the micro-lessons.

Stage Two (5 minutes): the participants (including the partnership support staff) 
discussed their feedback in pairs. This took the form of identifying

• three positive aspects about the micro-lesson; 
• two aspects that were challenging or difficult to understand; and 
• one question pertaining to anything in the micro-lesson that might  

have been unclear. 

Stage Three (10 minutes): on the basis of the paired discussion above, one 
participant from each pair fed back to the group, without any points being repeated 
by other participants. Emphasis was placed on feedback that was affirmative, 
critically reflective and constructive. As one of the partnership support staff was a 
qualified teacher, pedagogic expertise was included in the feedback where needed. 
Amobi (2005), Higgins and Nicholl (2003) and others comment on the importance 
of a staff member with teaching experience being involved in the feedback process 
in ‘advising and handling unexpected situations that may arise in a classroom 
setting’ (Higgins & Nicholl 2003: 225).

Methodology
A qualitative approach was used to explore the effectiveness of microteaching 
among library assistants in developing their skills and capacity within a community 
of practice. We also examined how, through microteaching, support was extended 
to capacitate a further 12 library assistants comprising a second cluster. Data was 
collected in the following ways, as outlined in Table 9.1. 
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In the case of the first (SII) cluster, participant observation of microteaching took 
place during the regular monthly cluster meetings from January 2016 until April 
2017. During this period nine sessions were observed. As indicated earlier in this 
chapter, the introduction of microteaching marked a shift in the type of support that 
was offered to the SII library assistants in this cluster. 

In the case of the second cluster, observations of meetings and library lessons took 
place from January 2017 to April 2017, once again reflecting an entirely new support 
intervention as compared with the more procedural meetings previously conducted 
by The Bookery. The reason the data collection in the two clusters did not take place 
concurrently is that the microteaching model was first piloted in the SII cluster from 
January 2016 to November 20169 prior to being introduced into the second cluster 
in January 2017. 

Observation of library lessons took place with the second cluster for the purpose of 
exploring library assistants’ experience of microteaching as an effective mechanism 
of support. This would in turn inform the effectiveness of microteaching in 
extending the cascading support model from the first into the second cluster. Two 
observers (who were part of the partnership support team) were present for the 
observation of these library lessons. Five different library lessons in the second 
cluster were observed.

Lesson observation was based on a pre-designed template, and the observers recorded 
experiences in the form of field notes that formed the basis of the discussion with the 
library assistant after the lesson. Following the lesson observation and discussion, 
the same two partnership support staff conducted individual interviews with  
the library assistant.

Triangulation of data generated from observation, interviews and focus group 
discussions served to provide greater depth and richness while, at the same time, 
enhancing validity (Stemler 2001). The three-prong approach also meant that 
reliability was sought by ‘presenting the data in various forms’ (Brown & Dowling 
1998: 143). However, we acknowledge that the interpersonal dynamic that existed 
between the partnership support team and the library assistants was a threat to 
validity (with regard to the interviews and observations). An understanding of that 
dynamic, and how it might affect what goes on in the interview, is ‘crucial to the 
validity of accounts based on interviews’ (Maxwell 1992: 295). We addressed this 
potential threat by involving two members of the library partnership team in the 
observation and interviews, both of whom were familiar with the context, and with 
the objectives of microteaching. The purpose of having two observers was to ensure 
greater objectivity through comparing observation field notes. This, Lewis (2009) 
states, is important in minimising reliability threats. All interviews and focus group 
discussions were recorded and transcribed. The data was analysed according to the 
dominant themes that emerged. 
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Table 9.1 Summary of data collection

Methods of data collection Cluster One (SII)
6 library assistants

Cluster Two  
(The Bookery)
12 library assistants

Individual interviews with library assistants 5

Focus group discussions comprising the whole 
cluster

1 1

Observation of microteaching lessons at 
monthly cluster meetings

9 5

Observation of actual library lessons 5

Source: Compiled by the authors

The following questions formed the basis of the interviews with the library assistants 
and the cluster-based focus group discussions:

• How has microteaching added value to the cluster meetings?
• What are you doing differently in your library periods as a result of 

microteaching?
• What are some of the ideas that you have taken from the microteaching 

sessions and implemented in your lessons?
• What changes have you observed in yourself as a result of microteaching?

Eighteen library assistants participated in the study in total (1 man and 17 women) 
– six from Cluster 1, and 12 from Cluster 2. In Cluster 1 nine micro-lessons were 
observed during the regular monthly cluster meetings. In Cluster 2 five micro-
lessons were observed during the cluster meetings, and five actual lessons were 
observed in the school libraries, followed by individual interviews. One focus group 
discussion took place in each cluster.

Ethical considerations
Participants were fully informed of the study prior to its commencement, and were 
aware that participation at all times was voluntary. All those who were willing to 
participate signed consent forms with the understanding that the study would 
involve lesson observations, interviews and focus group discussions. Anonymity 
of library assistants was ensured by the use of pseudonyms. Member checking of 
the manuscript prior to publication involved the library assistants as well as the 
partnership support team.
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Discussion
The discussion that follows is based on the data that emerged through the interviews, 
observations and focus group discussions. The data is organised into two sub-
themes, which are interconnected and concordant, both relating to the overarching 
theme: improving practice.

Sub-theme one: Improving practice through sharing ideas and 
developing confidence

In the case of the SII cluster, nine microteaching sessions, which took place on a 
monthly basis between 2016 and 2017, were observed. During the focus group 
discussion that took place at the end of 2016, each of the six library assistants 
involved in the study reflected on the extent to which microteaching enabled them 
to improve on their practice through sharing ideas with one another. One of them, 
Bulelwa,10 describes this in more detail:

Well to me [the microteaching sessions] did add value in the sense that 
because sometimes you think that you are doing something right but 
you find that when you talk with other people you get ideas on what 
to fix, and what you thought is right for you. But you find that, okay, it 
was not entirely right but you get ideas on how to improve on what you 
were doing, and you also get new ideas as well on how to do something 
differently as well. 

In the above extract, Bulelwa suggests that, although she thought she was ‘doing 
something right’, she reflected on her lesson through the constructive feedback from 
her peers, and realised that she could improve in particular areas. This highlights 
the usefulness of microteaching as a tool to develop self-awareness and critical 
reflection, and to broaden one’s practice (Higgins & Nicholl 2003). 

Phamza adds similarly:

You get ideas of what you would like to do as well, because I remember 
last time Tembi was doing something different, was it for Heritage Day? 
I can’t remember … but I kinda liked the idea, and jotted it down. And 
then I think, for this year, that’s what I’m going to do.

Nomvuyo offers an example of an idea she borrowed from Thami, in which Thami 
used debating (in her micro-lesson) as a technique to engage the learners in thinking 
about a particular theme. In the extract below she reminds Thami of this:

I have taken Thami’s [idea] … I have implemented that into my library 
sessions. You remember your [lesson] whereby you were dividing us into 
groups and we had the debates and that kind of game? That’s what I’ve 
implemented into my library sessions.
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Phamza similarly explains how she used Bulelwa’s idea when working with the  
theme of Easter:

I’m doing that, I’m copying that. I am doing the whole thing that she did 
… I already have the books … 

Significantly, over and above the replication of ideas as presented in the above 
extracts, library assistants were encouraged to critically reflect on what they 
appreciated about the ideas they wished to use, and why they felt these ideas would 
work in their libraries. 

One of the ways in which all of the library assistants described their improvement 
in practice was through introducing new ideas that were more interactive and 
creative, and that would engage the learners more actively in the lessons. When 
responding to the question, What are you doing differently in your lessons as a result 
of microteaching? Pam explains:

Differently, well uhm, interacting with them. Normally it was just me 
reading a story … it was just me, me, me! I asked a question, you answer. 
But … I got to see how we interacted so everybody was part of it. So I 
came from there and tried it here and we did drama, we dress up; we do 
things with all the little props.

As with Pam, most of the library assistants from both clusters had already begun 
experimenting with new ideas at the time of the interviews and focus group 
discussions. Thami (below) realised the impact of interaction and creativity 
through her peers’ micro-lessons, and was intending to do the same as soon as she 
commenced teaching.11

I am planning to be more interactive, get them to do more stuff, instead 
of me standing there reading, or saying or teaching them something,  
let them find information for themselves, they must be able to  
reference and stuff …

As suggested earlier in this chapter, it is through finding information in the way 
that Thami suggests, that learners are able to acquire information-literacy skills. 
Thami’s strategy to be more interactive and engaging with the learners is a critical 
step towards achieving this outcome.

Explaining that she used to simply read to the learners, and get the learners to read 
pages of the books aloud, Bulelwa indicates that through microteaching she started 
experimenting with new, more creative ideas:

Well initially what I used to do in my library, I used to read to them or 
have them read to each other or me and then we will talk about that book, 
but now I have sought of turned it into a more fun space where we can 
play more games … 

CA57_HSRC_PARTNERSHIPS IN ACTION_JB_final print ready.indb   158 03/10/2018   06:38



M IC RO T E AC H I NG  A S  A  DEV E LOP M E N TA L  TO OL

159

Reports of improvements in practice by library assistants from Cluster 2 were 
verified during the lesson observation. When observing library assistants delivering 
their lessons to their classes (after having presented their micro-lesson to the 
cluster), it was apparent that they had taken into careful consideration feedback from 
their peers, and that changes to their lessons had been made in accordance with that 
feedback. The ability to develop and improve on methodologies and ideas illustrates 
an encouraging level of reflection. However, based on the data, we observed little if 
any evidence of critical thinking. The capacity for library assistants to experiment 
with new, more creative ideas was linked to their personal development, particularly 
to their growth in confidence. Yet library assistants struggled to engage critically in 
their observations of each other’s micro-lessons. As suggested earlier, this might have 
been due to limited exposure to critical thinking in their own schooling experience 
and to a lack of pedagogic experience. 

However a number of the library assistants from both clusters spoke about improved 
confidence as a result of microteaching. This highlights the work of Higgins and 
Nicholl (2003), Minton (2005) and Nwanekezi et al. (2011), who observed an 
increase in confidence directly related to students’ exposure to microteaching. 
Nomvuyo (below) explains that she attributed her growth in confidence to the 
creative ideas that she implemented in her library lessons, and used her personal 
development to encourage her library intern to develop himself in similar ways:

Changes in myself? … more confidence with managing large groups of 
kids because of the creative ways that I have learnt here of how to manage 
them as a result. My intern,12 as much as he’s that kind of a naughty boy 
but I’m finding that somewhere somehow I’m trying to develop him 
because … he keeps to himself most of the time, so I am trying to get him 
out of that shell because I remember that … I was in that position as well. 

As library assistants developed their confidence they started to ‘take risks’ 
(Higgins & Nicholl 2003: 221) and experiment with new ideas emanating from  
the microteaching. This resulted in more energised and dynamic approaches  
both in content and delivery. Phamza reflects on her interaction with her  
(primary school) learners:

I am more creative … I sit down on the floor with them. I become like 
them, I am sitting down, I am folding my feet while I am reading the 
story. I am like ‘this could be fun’! …

Nazeema (Cluster 2) similarly described how she was able to introduce creative ideas 
in her library lessons due to an increase in her levels of confidence. This she felt 
resulted in the learners being far more engaged and attentive as compared with her 
earlier lessons in which she simply read books to the various classes:

So for example last term they had to dress up like their favourite character 
and the teachers also did it. They had their socks on. I drew a moustache 
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whatever, they would come dressed as their funny characters … It was 
very exciting … My confidence is building up. I got a lot of confidence I 
never had that before, like I was nervous and if you are nervous the kids 
pick it up and they act up on it.

Nazeema refers to her nervousness prior to her exposure to microteaching, which 
she felt had negatively impacted on the lessons. As with her peers, her increase in 
confidence enabled her to experiment with new ideas and engage more positively 
with the learners.

Sub-theme two: Improving practice through enhanced planning  
and organisation 

All the library assistants reported improvement in their planning and organisational 
skills, which is directly linked to increased confidence and creativity (Davids 2016; 
Higgins & Nicholl 2003). Bulelwa reflects: 

I normally consider myself a disorganised person, I don’t plan I just do 
things on my feet. I have been more organised now, like when an idea 
pops ups, I write it down so that I don’t forget it, and I collect all the 
relevant information … Now I plan my classes, like I know okay I am 
getting this grade at this time on this day, so I plan … and … the kids see 
me more confident now than before. I don’t know, like the games that I 
play with them …

Thami reflects similarly:

I am more organised now, like Bulelwa said like, if I have an idea okay, 
I am going to do a puzzle. I don’t just do a puzzle, I research it: what 
do I want them to learn from doing this puzzle? If they going to read a 
story, like don’t just read. I have this thing, it has outcomes … I have this 
template thing so resources, method, outcome every lesson yes. I have a 
teaching plan … I’m more organised. When I start my library periods I 
have week one, week two, week three, and it’s in my file. Even if I’m not 
there you can go and read and say okay this is what needs to be done. 

As suggested above, planning and organisation is closely linked to purpose and 
intention. Thandi (Cluster 1) similarly reflects on her improved skills in planning 
and organisation, which she associates with sequencing, structure and order:

I am planning, I’m organising. I’m doing everything in order. I didn’t have 
files in my library so I collected some files … I have an SII file, I have a 
Bookery file, I have the school file, I have library committee file. 

Observing that one of her fellow library assistants was not as prepared as she could 
have been for her micro-lesson, Esme (Cluster 2) similarly commented during 
her interview on her realisation of the importance of planning. To this end she 
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implemented an activity during her Grade 5 library lesson in which she got her 
learners to assist her with her planning for her Grade 3 lesson:

So I had learners assist me yesterday with preparing the lesson. When  
it was their library lesson, it was their activity to do some colouring in 
and poster making, so I implemented that so I was prepared a day  
before, and also I went to my principal and she gave me some good  
points to be prepared and to plan. So I sought guidance as well in how to 
present the lesson. 

Despite the positive responses on the whole to microteaching from the library 
assistants, the microteaching experience was not without its challenges. Nomvuyo 
commented that the microteaching caused her anxiety: 

[Microteaching] was putting the pressure more, because I was a person 
not able to speak in front of people.

As suggested by Higgins and Nicholl (2003), once the sessions were underway, 
experiences of anxiety appeared to dissipate quickly. Nomvuyo reflects on her 
experience :

But then, now I had to come out of that shell because … [microteaching] 
was teaching me how to present and I also learnt a lot from these 
meetings … I was picking up a lot of ideas. 

Reflecting on the issue of pressure, Phamza comments on the benefits of constructive 
feedback and critical reflection (Amobi 2005; Davids 2016; Higgins & Nicholl 2003; 
Otsupius 2014), acknowledging that these aspects of microteaching contributed to 
her experience of ‘good pressure’:

For me it was good pressure in the sense that I get to do what I do at 
the library for you guys to see what it is that I do because sometimes I 
would feel that I am not doing this right. I am not sure if this is what I am 
supposed to be doing but the fact that I can present what I am doing and 
get feedback on what I could do better … it helps me to improve on the 
work that I do at the library. 

Conclusion
In this chapter we have described the implementation of a support intervention 
for library assistants through a university–school partnership over a period of a 
few years. This partnership-based initiative focused, from the outset, on building 
functional school libraries. To begin with, prior to the introduction of microteaching, 
there was a range of priorities that needed to be addressed, many of which were 
procedural and technical (Silbert & Bitso 2015). Moving beyond this initial focus 
we have argued that building functional school libraries requires of library assistants 
a multi-layered, expansive set of competencies that lie beyond the technical and 
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procedural requirements. Critical thinking, reflection, confidence and information 
literacy represent some of the more advanced skills that strengthen the knowledge, 
capacity and expertise required to effectively manage a school library. 

In view of the library assistants in this study not having received formal training, 
microteaching was used as an experiential strategy to develop their skills, and to 
generate more dynamic, innovative and interactive methodologies. As evidenced 
in the data, library assistants felt more confident and empowered in the delivery of 
lessons and in engaging with the learners in their library. 

An unexpected outcome of the microteaching was a more positive engagement 
between library assistants during their cluster meetings. Through sharing ideas 
and learning from each other in a safe space, they developed the confidence to 
experiment with more creative methodologies. This enabled them to build a 
repertoire of ideas for use and adaptation in the library lessons, while developing the 
capacity to strengthen their information-literacy skills, as well as that of the learners. 
Despite library assistants engaging in reflective practice with each other, there was 
no clear evidence in the data to suggest that they were critically reflecting on their 
practice. Developing critically reflective skills would need to assume a greater degree 
of focus in ongoing support interventions.

Acknowledging the need to address critical reflection in the future, the  
study illustrates the usefulness of microteaching as a support strategy for library 
assistants. Over and above providing opportunities to develop confidence, 
creativity, self-awareness, planning and organisational skills, the data suggested 
that microteaching engaged the library assistants more actively in the monthly 
support meetings. Most reflected during their interviews on their increased level 
of participation in these sessions, suggesting that they became more focused and 
attentive. As Phamza illustrates:

I listen more. If someone is saying something I listen … I’m like, okay I 
hear Bulelwa, I hear Thami – I can combine these two ideas together … 

Esme, similarly, commented that the microteaching brought ‘life’ to the cluster 
meetings, and that they looked forward to seeing each other present their micro-
lessons each month.

The value of the microteaching approach, as used in this pilot study, demonstrates 
its usefulness in developing competencies and skills, and in inspiring enjoyment 
and creativity. Moreover, in keeping with Davids (2016), the study suggests that the 
benefits of microteaching are particularly evident when integrated into an ongoing 
programme of support. In this study, the support intervention evolved over four years 
and six months, during which time library assistants got to know each other (as well 
as the partnership support staff), and were able to build trust and collegiality. While 
this provided an ideal situation for microteaching, we maintain that microteaching 
presented an ideal vehicle for building further trust and, significantly, for developing 
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confidence. The focus on peer learning, support and collaboration underpinned 
much of the data from the library assistants in both clusters, and it was through the 
partnership-based support structure that this could be harnessed. In the words of 
one of the library assistants:

We all are on our different islands … and the islands won’t come together 
unless you bring the person that’s on that island together. So if those 
people can come together, I can learn from you and feel better because 
then you actually implementing what others do and it makes you stronger. 
That’s how I feel; it makes you as a person stronger because then you can 
say ‘I’m not alone’ …
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Notes
1 SACMEQ – Southern and Eastern African Consortium for Monitoring Educational Quality 

(Grade 6 numeracy and literacy).

2 The fifth partner school had a library that had been established prior to the commencement 
of the university–school partnership in 2012.

3 For this reason the term ‘library assistant’ is used rather than ‘librarian’.

4 The notion of community of practice referred to here is explained in Silbert and Bitso (2015). 
(see also Wylie & Silbert, Chapter 7).

5 At the time of writing this chapter, there were 24 Bookery library assistants in the Western 
Cape, organised into three clusters. The second cluster, referred to in this chapter, comprised 
12 library assistants.

6 International Federation of Library Associations and Institutions.

7 Hereafter referred to as ‘micro-lesson’.

8 Themes are based on public holidays and national or international events that mark the 
importance of reading. Themes are also based on the curriculum content at the various grade 
levels. The process of identifying the themes forms part of the annual planning that takes 
place at the end of each year in preparation for the following year. Themes include Human 
Rights Day, Freedom Day, Women’s Day, Heritage Day, Workers Day, Youth Day, World  
Read Aloud Day.

9 Following the initial pilot ending in November 2016, microteaching continued in the original 
cluster as an ongoing support strategy.
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10 All names used to present data are pseudonyms.

11 Thami had been placed in one of the SII partner schools at the beginning of 2017 and at the 
time of the focus group discussion had not yet started teaching lessons.

12 Library interns were placed in selected school libraries for one year during 2016 and 2017, 
as part of the Western Cape Premier’s Advancement of Youth (PAY) programme. This 
collaboration between The Bookery and the Western Cape Government was set up as an 
employment opportunity for post-matriculants. The library interns were tasked with assisting 
with administrative and other basic library tasks.
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