
AFRIFUTURE RESEARCH BULLETIN                                                    
VOL 2, No 1, 2023   

ISSN: 2710-0421 (Print) ISSN-L: 2788-8924 (Online) 

www.afrifuture.org  

 

AfriFuture Research and Development Trust 
(Reg No:MA4086/2020) 

26 
 

 

 

Home-made books: pedagogical friends or foes? 

Mika Nyoni1 
Department of Curriculum Studies, Great Zimbabwe University, Masvingo, Zimbabwe 

 
ABSTRACT 

This paper looks at the proliferation of home-made books in many streets in Zimbabwe’s cities, 
presenting them paradoxically as both potential threats and as welcome facilities for educational 
provision in an environment not much endowed in terms of reading material. The paper subjects the 
reading materials to textual analysis with the aim of bringing out their curriculum dietary value. In 
addition to textual analysis, interviews with selected book vendors, buyers and educationists were 
carried out. The study discovered that although the books have a lot of content errors; lack basic and 
often taken-for-granted features; are generally visibly hurriedly assembled, they nevertheless still 
enjoy some readership. This is attributable to the affordability of the vendors book’s vis a vis the 
‘proper’ books in licensed bookshops that require substantial financial resources to procure. The 
paper recommends that with the proliferation of home-made unregulated books which pose a 
serious threat to the delivery of quality education, the government, through its relevant institutions 
should ensure that reading materials are regulated and that the official booksellers charge 
reasonable prices so as to make the books available to curtail the production of home-made books. 
Exorbitant prices of books are seen as fueling a thriving parallel book market.  
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Research Article 

1. Introduction and background 
The term ‘home-made’ books in this research will refer to books produced by unlicensed 

individuals in their backyards as they exploit the ease of publication during this information 

and technological age. This paper acknowledges that some professional authors residing 

inside and outside Zimbabwe engage in self-publishing, and in the process, they produce high 

quality material. What this paper refers to as ‘home-made’ books are in essence ‘back yard’ 

productions with little regard for quality and professionalism and the motivation for their 

production is to realise a quick profit in the absence of quality assurance and checks. 

In 2010, the United Nations Children’s Fund (UNICEF) started distributing books under 

the Education Transition Fund to schools in Zimbabwe (UNICEF 2010). There was an 

acknowledgement by the government and the world body of the dire book situation in the 

country. The first phase of the Education Development Fund known as the Education 

Transition Fund Phase 1 (2009-11) distributed core textbooks to all children in primary and 

secondary schools. According to Kageler (2015) in the UN Education Sector Analysis 
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Zimbabwe Final Report, this was done after realizing that as many as ten Zimbabwean 

learners were sharing a single core book. 

Zimbabwe has a high unemployment rate with some estimates putting it to as high as 

95% (BBC, 2017). Most of those who are employed earn wages below the Poverty Datum Line. 

Books, especially those that are professionally made are expensive and are not (and cannot) 

therefore be high on the priority list for consumers who are either unemployed or earn very 

low wages. There is very little disposable income to channel towards procurement of books 

that are seen as a luxury by many. This has created serious challenges for the official book 

industry which may be said to be in an intensive care unit. The Sunday Mail, a government 

owned national newspaper, of 16 September 2018, quoted the Zimbabwe International Book 

Fair (ZIBF) Chairperson Jasper Maenzanise in an article entitled ‘Book Industry Staggers On’, 

as saying that: 

 
Piracy is rampant and the reading culture is almost non-existent…Over the past few years, 

activity has been low at the ZIBF as the reading culture in the country continues to decline. 

We are hard-hit by the economic climate affecting the country with people thin on resources. 

Most people are channeling their resources towards bread and butter issues as opposed to 

purchasing books 

 

The above scenario promotes parallel book production that seems to thrive due to ease of 

production. Advancements experienced in the information communication and technology 

sectors have contributed to illegal book production. This trade is growing and is incentivized 

by low production and overhead costs as well as no taxes on the part of vendors to contend 

with. Below are samples of book covers that were sold in the streets illegally by vendors. 

During the study the researcher noted that the book sleeves were made of manila sheets of 

paper with the inner pages printed on bond paper, making them cheap to produce. 

 

Picture 1: Sample Book Cover
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Picture 2: Sample Book Cover 

 

Source: Author (2022) 

 

The raw materials for the home-made books are relatively affordable. For instance, most 

books do not exceed 20 pages in length that are printed on just five sheets of bond paper. 

Each sheet of bond paper accommodates two pages on either side. Each bond paper ream 

contains 500 sheets which translates to approximately 100 books. At the time of this field 

research a ream of bond paper cost US$5 and each book was being sold for US$0.50 cents. 

With 100 books per ream the vendor would realize US$50 before paying for services such as 

printing. This makes a ‘business’ lucrative but a major question is whether the products are 

safe for the young and impressionable minds? 

2. Key research questions 
The key research question which guided the study was: Is the proliferation of ‘alternative’ 

cheaply produced and more affordable reading materials a blessing or curse to educational 

provision. 

 

Sub-research questions were as follows:  

• How do home-made books compare to ‘real’ books from established institutions? 

• Who writes these ‘alternative’ books? With what motivation and acumen? 

• What reasons are given by buyers for preferring ‘inferior’ home-made books to ‘real’ 

books? 
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• How should government handle the avalanche of ‘alternative’ books during this 

‘information age’? 

 

3. Theoretical framework: Social constructivism 
Social Constructivism is a theory that posits that knowledge and reality are actively created 

by social relationships and interactions (Mohammed, 2016; Tuckman and Monetti, 2011; 

Kukla, 2000; Gredler, 1997). A social construction is a concept or practice which 

may appear to be natural and obvious to those who accept it, but in reality, is an invention or 

artifact of a particular culture or society. The issue of home-made books as done in Zimbabwe 

is not a phenomenon that is common throughout the world hence it needs to be understood 

in situ as advised by constructivists who: 
Emphasize the social construction of reality. The social world is not a given. The social world 

is a world of human consciousness: of thoughts and beliefs, of ideas and concepts, of 

languages and discourses (Jackson and Sorensen, 2006:176). 

 

In a similar vein other authorities have underscored social construction’s emphasis of the 

importance of culture and context in understanding what happens in society and constructing 

knowledge based on this understanding (Snowman, et al. 2009; McMahon, 1997). Social 

constructivism is based on specific assumptions about reality, knowledge and learning. As 

pointed out earlier, it is necessary to get into the shoes of the people who, in this case, deal 

in home-made books as vendors, buyers and educationists in order to better understand the 

practice. Reality, knowledge and learning are all hinged on human effort and activity hence 

the need to have an interface with the people involved to understand these from their point 

of view. In a nutshell, the three are intertwined with reality as a human construct that is 

encapsulated in what a certain group deems worthwhile knowledge that is acquired through 

a process of learning (Kukla, 2000; Gredler, 1997; McMahon, 1997; Prat and Floden, 1994).  

 

4. Methodology 
The research adopted a qualitative approach which, according to Kothari (2004:3), aims:  

To discover the underlying motives of human behavior. Through such research, we can 

analyse the various functions which motivate people to behave in a particular manner or 

which make people like or dislike a particular thing. 

 

In similar vein Kumar (2011: 103) posits that ‘the main focus of qualitative research is to 

understand, explore, discover and clarify situations, feelings, perceptions, attitudes, values, 

beliefs and experiences of a group of people.’ Thus, falling in the phenomenological realm, 

the aim of this research is to attempt to understand behaviour of the vendors, educationists 

and buyers from their own subjective frames of reference (Collis and Hussey, 2003). 
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The research employs a descriptive survey which according to Burns and Grove (2003:201) 

‘…is designed to provide a picture of a situation as it naturally happens.’ It may be used to 

justify current practice and make judgment and also to develop theories. The context is 

significant in qualitative research. According to Holloway and Wheeler (2002:34), context 

includes the ‘…environment and conditions in which the study takes place as well as the 

culture of the participants and location.’ The research therefore situates the study and relies 

on thick description (including pictures and scans from the books) to provide as much detail 

as is necessary in order to acquaint the reader with the unique situation under study. 

 

4.1 Data gathering instruments 

Document analysis  

This involved reading and analyzing books sold by vendors in terms of their structure, content 

and suitability to the target readership. 

Interviews  

Interviews were held with book vendors to find out the source and authorship of the books 

as well as the level of business they generate. Interviews with the vendors would reveal the 

nature of the whole production and supply chain modus operandi as well as challenges that 

might be faced and how these are tackled. The image below shows a book vendor cum 

respondent and his wares. 

 

Picture 3: A book vendor with his wares 

 
Source: Author (2022) 
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The buyer’s voice was also engaged with as it was deemed to be crucial in revealing the nature 

of the buyer as well as the motivation behind the buying of ‘inferior’ books when ‘proper’ 

ones were available. Interviews were also conducted with two groups of educationists. First 

there were two purposively selected educationists with a combined total service of 75 years 

of working in nursery, infant and Early Childhood Development in the whole Zimbabwean 

education spectrum as teachers, education officers, teachers’ college and university lecturers. 

The research sought to capture the rich vein of these veterans pertaining to the issue at hand. 

The second group of educationists consisted of purposively selected  Part 4.1 Bachelor of 

Education primary pre-service students who numbered 25. These final year students 

participated in focus group discussions so as to give their views on the issue as an emerging 

new generation of primary school teachers as well as young parents and potential customers 

of the books in question. The group is made up of mature final year students who would have 

completed their internship in different parts of the country where the home-made books find 

their way into the schools from homes. This group of students undergoes a four-year 

specialisation degree in primary school teaching. Most are married and have primary school-

going children. The researcher sought to gather views on the issue from an informed group 

of parents and potential buyers. This group is slightly different from the buyers the researcher 

encountered buying the books and interviewed in the streets because of their pedagogic 

training. 

 

Delimitation 

Analysis of home-made primary school English language books readily available from vendors 

in Masvingo city. Focus was confined to accuracy of language, punctuation, arrangement, 

format and suitability of material (content and physical) used vis a vis the target readership. 

5. Findings  
Home-made books have a huge market as indicated by respondents and evidenced by the 

continued presence of the vendors on the streets of many towns in Zimbabwe. Home-made 

book publishers seem to lack basic knowledge in the subjects they write about and editorial 

acumen judging by the litany of errors in the books. The authors seem to be curved in the 

mold of the Sophists during Classical times who would claim to know and teach anything as 

long as there was some money availed. In short, one can characterize them as pedagogical 

mercenaries. A respondent who was interviewed who is a vendor indicated that they get the 

cue of what and how to publish from their customers: ‘what sells goes’ seems to be the 

philosophy that propels their operations. The buyers are often not educationists and what 

may attract them may not be beneficial to the learner. The level of pupils served by the books 

is often missing on or in the book. In short, they do not follow conventional rules for book 

publishing, and often taken for granted features that are sensitive to child developmental 

milestones. Respondents indicated that they often left the choice to the buyer who would 

decide on the level the book he/she would have bought would serve. 
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For purported Early Childhood Development (E.C.D.) materials, for instance, the book 

pages are often too crowded, and the pictures are too small to effectively serve this 

readership. The ECD education stage in Zimbabwe caters for four- to five-year-olds. Some 

vendors seemed to be oblivious of the need to align picture size with age/level of readers 

while others pointed out that enlarging the pictures would eat into their profit as this would 

require more space and resources. Some books were observed to have unsuitable lettering 

for the readership especially in terms of font size. The production of the books seems to be 

motivated by cost-saving instead of sound educational practice. 

Some books for higher level learners were observed to be littered with punctuation, 

spelling and grammatical errors making the reading materials, ironically, sources of errors. 

Learners often regard printed material as infallible, and this belief contributes to learners 

taking everything in print as accurate and devoid of errors. Some of the Bachelor of Education 

students who are parents of primary school going children indicated that they often bought 

the books then read through them correcting errors before letting their children use them. 

They contended that it was better for the books to be ‘messy’ than to leave them clean but 

poisonous to their children. Below are examples of pages from some of the books:  

 

Picture 4: An example of a page from one of the books

 

Source: Author (2022) 
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Picture 5: An example of a page from one of the books 

 

Source: Author (2022) 

 

The two pages above help to illustrate the quality of the material sold by vendors. The red 

marks were done by the researcher to indicate the location and nature of the errors in the 

documents. It was also observed that the books lack publication details such as year, author 

and publisher and do not have the Ministry of Primary and Secondary Education stamp of 

approval. This reflects on the low respect for academic conventions or simply ignorance of 

such obvious publication norms on the part of the publishers. 

It was observed that most books which were analysed lack systematic structures. The 

books do not seem to follow logical and developmental sequences informed by psychological 

theories that dictate what should be taught at what stage and after what concepts have been 

covered. For instance, Bruner’s Modes of representation were seen to be flouted. Jerome 

Bruner developed a model for the way children learn. He posited that the human mind gains 

inputs through the sense organs, processes them through cognitive abilities and produces 

outputs employing language and creative expression involving three stages namely the 

enactive, iconic and symbolic. In the enactive mode children from 0-18 months represent and 

understand the world by using physical actions. They act out experiences to learn and 

remember. Learning through movement and action is from 0 to 18 months. During the iconic 

stage children between 18 months and 6 years use one thing to represent something else or 
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create their own images so they learn through images and icons. This is the age bracket in 

which ECD learners in Zimbabwe fall. The third and last stage according to Bruner, the 

symbolic sees children from six years being able to represent and understand the world 

around them through abstract symbols. They do not need to act out or use objects when 

expressing experience as before (Mwamwenda 2010, Hodgson 2017). 

It would be inappropriate therefore to subject children at ECD level to Bruner’s 

symbolic mode of representation that is similar to Jean Piaget’s fourth stage of his Cognitive 

Development Theory, the formal operational stage. This stage according to Jean Piaget is 

characteristic of those aged 11 years and above and it excludes the 4-5 year olds that 

constitute ECD learners in Zimbabwe.  

 

Picture 6 below illustrates some of the arguments highlighted above.  

 

Picture 6: A ‘picture book’ 

 

Source: Author (2022) 

The above example is taken from a book purportedly meant for pre-readers. The first page 

(page 12) may be said to be, to some extent, suitable for ‘pre-readers’ since it contains mainly 

pictures. However the page, like many others analysed, is too crowded to effectively serve 

the intended readership. The second page is totally misplaced for a ‘pre-reader’ as it is 
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suitable for higher grade learners that are ‘readers’. At the ECD level, the symbolic 

representation which is reflected in the second page that is made up of numerous words is 

inappropriate. Learners at that level are expected to be ‘pre-readers’ meaning that they 

should not be bothered with words on paper. Unsuitable materials were used for books 

meant to be handled by young hands. Young hands, especially those in the Early Childhood 

Development category, need books that are made of durable and water-resistant material. 

All the books analysed were made either of bond or newsprint paper pages and manila covers 

that can easily be torn by young hands that have not achieved full psychomotor development. 

On books meant for children, Huck, et al (2004:23) advise that: 

The type should be large enough for easy reading by children at the age level for which 

the book is intended…The paper should be of high quality, heavy enough to prevent 

any penetration of ink…The binding should be durable and practical, able to withstand 

hard use. 

 

Some pictures used in the books depict objects that are not in the target children’s immediate 

environment for example the kangaroo in the above picture. This is particularly worrying for 

the 3–5-year-olds who comprise the Early Childhood Development category. The use of 

‘foreign’ referents is tangential to concept formation and best international practices in 

contemporary education that advocate the concentric approach where the teacher teaches 

from the known to the unknown. 

 

6. Positive attributes of home-made books 
Home-made books offer affordable reading materials in an economically constrained 

environment, but these perpetuate educational inequality in that the low-income group will 

continue to buy these cheap books to fuel cheap education leading to inferior performance. 

The vendors provide alternative and cheaper sources of information that may force 

profiteering established booksellers to reduce extortionate price regimes. The respondents, 

including the veteran educationists, concurred that in an environment characterised by a 

paucity of reading materials, the inferior reading materials are an alternative, although they 

are not the best. The materials may not be the ideal as per the standards required by 

educationists, but they fill an ever-widening reading materials gap, despite their obvious 

flaws. 

The small books tackle one or a few topics/concepts per book in a few pages therefore 

buyers buy only material that is relevant to their children’s special needs. For instance, if a 

parent discovers that his or her child has challenges in a certain concept, he or she will just 

buy the small affordable book that deals with the concept or topic concerned which is cost 

effective. The study also observed that home-produced book production creates employment 

in a country with a very high unemployment rate. All respondents agreed that the young 

vendors in this trade are engaged in a ‘lesser’ evil than going into what they referred to as the 

‘real’ crime of stealing, robbing and other such vices. The respondents did not have kind 
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words for what they saw as blatant profiteering on the part of licensed book sellers whom 

they accused of fleecing their customers by charging unrealistic and extortionate prices even 

for locally produced books that are made from locally produced materials. 

 

 

7.Conclusion  
The study discovered that although the home-made books have a lot of content errors, lack 

basic often taken-for-granted features and are generally visibly hurriedly assembled, they still 

enjoy some readership judging by the findings obtained. This was attributed to the 

affordability of the illicit book’s vis a vis the ‘proper’ books in licensed bookshops that require 

substantial financial resources to procure. 

 

Recommendations 
▪ The paper recommends, in the face of the potential threat posed by the home-made 

unregulated books, that the government, through its relevant arms, ensure that 

reading materials are regulated and affordable. The police could be more empowered 

and involved in enforcing the law in order to stamp out the production of substandard 

home-made books.  

▪ Measures should be put in place to ensure that profiteering by official booksellers is 

curbed since it fuels parallel book production and indirectly throws the book 

consumers to the predatory vendors’ inferior but temptingly priced products. 

▪ The vendors could be assisted with funding and training to establish their own ‘legal’ 

publishing enterprises. Institutions such as teachers’ colleges and universities could 

find ways of engaging the ‘informal’ book producers with the aim of giving back to the 

community through skills development. This will ensure that reading materials are not 

only accurate but are appropriately pitched in terms of pedagogy and developmental 

level of learners. Such an endeavor would be, on one hand, empowering on the part 

of the ‘emerging entrepreneurs’ and on the other ensure community engagement on 

the part of the college and university students and their lecturers. This will force the 

erstwhile ‘parallel publishers’ to abide by the publishing ethics and therefore produce 

better quality work and contribute to the country’s GDP while their benefactors will 

not only positively community impact but also put their theoretical knowledge into 

practice in the service to humanity. Such more organized establishments, which could 

be organized on a co-operative basis, are likely to employ more people. 
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