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HIV/AIDS is defining a whole generation that has lost parents, siblings, relatives, friends and, too often, been infected themselves.  While children need to be taught the facts, stories reaffirm that teaching by showing those facts in action in real-life situations.  Stories can model hope, while taking seriously the pain children have experienced.  

Reading is a basic skill for academic success and future economic success in the modern world.  It is a skill that needs practice.  We hear complaints that Africa is not a reading culture, but how will it become a reading culture if the books available to read are culturally irrelevant?  Preparing children of this generation to cope with their own future requires a literature in which they can see themselves, the world they know, and their world as it could be.
The Key Reader Series from Shuter and Shooter includes 28 books, four on each of seven reading levels.  Each set of four includes one non-fiction title and three stories, all with HIV-related themes.  The stories are lively and inviting.  Only a few are self-consciously didactic.  Attractive, full color illustrations show children from a variety of racial backgrounds with Africans predominant.  Most stories on the lower reading levels (which are shorter) would work well for reading aloud.  All are good discussion starters and include brief exercises that could be done independently or in a group.  Individual prices are accessible.  

The series was designed for use in schools and so has no specifically religious content, but abstinence is supported as the most effective way of preventing the spread of HIV.
*** indicates titles the reviewer found especially appealing.
Green, ages 5-8

With never more than a few words on a page, these stories are fun as well as easy to read.  They would make good read-alouds.  Programs with a variety of age levels might encourage older children to read them to younger. 

Healthy and Strong by Sally Howes with illustrations by Tasia Rosser


Easy-to-follow health rules are explained from teeth brushing and hand washing to avoiding people you don't trust and not touching someone else's blood.  Simple vocabulary repeats the words 'do' and 'don't'.  Cute cartoon illustrations show children with a range of skin colors.

***Toto in Trouble by Bridget Krone, illustrations by Sandy Lightley


When Toto's brother goes to school, he leaves him instructions for household chores, but Toto mixes them up with comic results.  Beginning readers will love spotting Toto's mistakes.  There is no direct mention of HIV, but the cute cartoon illustrations show a child-headed household in a contemporary rural African setting.
Busi's Big Idea by Margie Orford, illustrations by Tasha St. John-Reid


Busi is young and strong, and Grandfather has the knowledge of gardening.  Together they make a vegetable garden to feed their family.  Soft colored pencil illustrations add information and include more words to practice reading.  There is no direct mention of HIV, but Grandfather is sick and healthy food will make him strong.
Bully by Nola Turkington, illustrations by Tasia Rosser


Benni pushes Lulu because he is afraid of getting AIDS, but he is the lonely outsider when the other children support her.  The question-and-answer text  is simple and readable,.

Orange, ages 6-9

At this level there are several lines of text on the page, but a large font and plenty of white space make them easy to read.
Germs by Karen Morrison with illustrations by Pinkie Wilson.

This information book explains good and bad germs, how they spread and how to avoid the bad ones by washing hands, covering the mouth when coughing, etc.  HIV is mentioned as a germ that makes people very sick, but the book is mainly aimed at preventing secondary infections and laying the ground work for talking about HIV.  Germs are represented by cute little monsters.  A lot of small illustrations to demonstrate points make this book difficult to use with groups, but excellent one-on-one.

***Finding a Friend by Glynis Clacherty, illustrated by Arnold Birungi


James doesn’t want to go to school where he is teased for being an orphan until he finds another orphan and they help each other.  Children will identify with all the things James does ‘sloooowly’ because he wants to avoid school. 

White Gloves by Jenny Robson, illustrated by Anthony Okuku


Wame’s feelings are hurt when her teacher uses white latex gloves to help her with a cut finger.  Does Miss Kgosi thinks Wame is dirty? But the teacher explains that white gloves are a way of showing that we care.  “I just want to keep us both safe…  We don’t know who has the sickness, because that is private.”  Wame uses white gloves to show she cares when her cousin is hurt.  The illustrations are not as strong as some of the other books in the series.
Rosie the Brave by Janie Oostheuysen, illustrated by Sue Appleby

Rosie has a rag doll from her mother in a memory box with a dress made from a scrap of her mother’s dress and a piece of blanket cut from her mother’s blanket.  When Rosie’s mother dies, Miss Muffy, the doll, goes with Rosie to her mother’s sister’s in another village.  Death isn’t mentioned as such, but “there was only Miss Muffy” and the people in the picture are wearing black.  Both story and illustrations are sweet and gentle.
Purple, ages 7 to 10
Text on this level fills approximately one-third to one-half of each page.  The writing is more didactic than on the previous levels.

Fighting Germs by Karen Morrison, illustrations by Ian Lusted


Fighting Germs briefly explains the physical means of keeping germs out of the body such as tears and mucous, etc. before going into how the immune system fights measles, and why it fails to work with flu.  T-cells, B-cells and macrophages are show as little police, soldiers and kids on skate boards, while HIV is a sneaky skeleton that possesses the Helper T-cells.  The pictures are small and not suitable to a large group, but otherwise it is good as far as it goes.  However, the book ends by saying, “Once [HIV] gets into your body there is no way to kill it.  So, you must stop HIV from getting in!” Nowhere in the book is there a clue as to how these scary skeletons get in or how to stop them.  I would not want to use this book without following it up immediately with more information.
Sometimes We Have to Be Brave by Barbara v.d.S. Townsend, Illustrations by Alzette Prins

Her grandmother’s story about standing up in a tense situation under apartheid gives Flora the courage to open the memory box her mother left for her.  Lovely soft illustrations.
Tell Me the Truth! By Bridget Krone, illustrations by Diek Grobler


A boy asks several people about AIDS and gets foolish answers that reflect common responses to the disease. Finally he asks an old woman who tells the truth.  The beginning is funny and points out typical wrong attitudes, but once we get to the old woman, the story feels like nothing more that a frame for conveying correct information.  It is too bad that the boy was more comfortable getting his information from a stranger than from his own parents.

The Gospel Singer’s Message by Barbara v.d.S. Townsend, illustrations by Anja Kotzuba


The story of Mercy’s fear that people will find out her parents died of AIDS feels like nothing more than a jumping off point for Loveness Khumalo to speak.  I would have preferred a real story of Loveness Khumalo.  
Brown, ages 8 to 12

Although the themes and number of words on a page are more challenging, these stories are still short enough for reading aloud, and the outstanding illustrations will motivate struggling readers.
HIV & AIDS--What, How, Who, Where and When by Joanne Bloch in consultation with Dr.  Paul Kocheleff with illustrations by Louis Barnard


This information book reviews what learners should already know on the left page and adds interesting information on the right.  The text is frank about sexual transmission of HIV, and promotes ABC for prevention, although it is not as clear on the need for both partners to be faithful as it might be.  The author encourages readers to spread information, end stigma and commit to safe sex when they become sexually active.
Golden Windows by Gcina Mhlophe, illustrations by Alzette Prins


Thandiwe thinks life must be better in the house with the golden windows until she runs away and finds the people there don’t have the love she experiences with her brother and sister.  The traditional story of sun glinting off windows giving the impression of riches is retold in the context of a child-headed household.  The beginning explains the situation rather than showing it, but otherwise the book is nicely done.  The colourful, collage illustrations are delightful.  

Neo and Baby Ben by Agnes Kimberley, illustrations by Elizabeth Pulles


Neo has trouble accepting the new baby—an adopted cousin.  He’s too much work, and he cries all the time.  The context of a white family affirms that AIDS is not just an African problem.
***Alone with Jackals by Nola Turkington, illustrations by Marjorie van Heerden


When Zakhele moves from the city to the country after his mother dies, he feels out of place and unable to be the lion his mother said he was until necessity drives him to it.  This exciting adventure is divided in four chapters.  It would make a great read-aloud although it might need to be spread over more than one day.  The illustrations are some of the best in the series.
Red, ages 9-13

The stories on this level are longer with separate chapters and more developed plots.  Several would work well read aloud as continuing stories.
***Fathers; Quotes and Photos from South African Children by the Fatherhood Project, Human Sciences Research Council with Ngunyi Wambugu and Sally Howes

Lavishly illustrated with color photographs of fathers interacting with their children, this collection of quotes from kids on such topics as “My father is a hero” and “Sometimes fathers let us down” invites participation and response from readers.  I especially liked the section that asks what kind of father they would like for their own children.   You can find out more about The Fatherhood Project at http://www.hsrc.ac.za/RPP-Fatherhood-1.phtml. 
Chasing Danger by Bridget Krone, illustrations by Lois Neetling

When Nkwenkwe’s mother goes to another town to work for the week and forgets her ARVs, Nkwenkwe follows her in a taxi, but the pills are stolen and Nkwenkwe and his new friend Shooter must track the thief.  This exciting adventure will definitely appeal to boys.
Phinda’s Gift by Janie Oosthuysen, illustrations by Tasia Rosser


The man hired to transport the Jabavu kids to their uncle’s after their father’s death tries to take advantage of them.  The children get away and the pig they are bringing has piglets which they give their uncle as a gift.  Readers will no doubt identify with both the kind treatment of the neighbors and the abuse the orphans receive and be pleased with the happy ending. 

***Beads and Braids by LeAnne Hardy, illustrated by Arnold Birungi 
Lindiwe wants her mother to go on touching her forever, but her mother is sick, and it is her angry cousin Grace who finishes braiding Lindiwe’s hair.  Only when the two girls share their pain and grief can they make peace and work together for their family.  [It’s hard to review my own story, but I like it, although I think dividing it into separate chapters cut down somewhat on the emotional impact.]
Blue, ages 10 to 14
All but Magic Stones are divided into chapters, giving independent readers the satisfaction of reading a real book even though it is still only 28 pages.  
HIV & AIDS; a Book of Definitions by Dr. Mark Patrick and Bridget Krone, illustrations by Alzette Prins


Various terms used in relation to HIV/AIDS are explained, not merely defined.  Each term is given a full page plus an illustration page in which someone uses the word in a sentence, mostly putting it in a context where the reader might have heard it and wondered.  Although condoms are explained and readers are told where to get them, abstinence is clearly promoted as the best prevention.  Colorful, up-beat illustrations show a variety of races.
Not Again Gogo! By Helen Brain, illustrations by Pippa Lugg

Lee-Anne is irritated by her confused and forgetful grandmother until she is called to help a lonely elderly neighbor and realizes that her grandmother is the center of their home.  Themes of respect and extended family are strong in the setting of an affluent, urban, African home.  There is a message that even elderly, white men can get AIDS.  Although the colorful illustrations and lively voice of the narrator would probably keep independent readers going, I suspect the lack of action before chapter four would prevent the story from holding the attention of a group. 
When Bad Things Happen by Jenny Robson, illustrations by Paddy Bouma


Beethoven’s experience of deafness is presented as an example of the stages of grief and overcoming suffering.  Jenny Robson is one of my favorite writers from southern Africa, but this is not her best writing.  I found the style contrived, condescending and preachy—a shame when Paddy Bouma’s period illustrations are so gorgeous.

Magic Stones by Moraig Peden, illustrations by Diek Grobler


Thuli doesn’t like the girl at school who is always telling stories about her wonderful experiences until she follows her home and discovers the stories are made up to hide being an orphan with nothing.  Nicely told.  Sophisticated collage illustrations.
Yellow, ages 11-14

These stories deal with mature issues like teen pregnancy and fear of abandonment.  Jabu’s Shout is one continuous narration, but the others are divided into chapters.

But… I Don’t Want To! By Christina L. Marcham, illustrations by Sally MacLarty


Ntokoza doesn’t want to do her homework.  She is too excited to see her older cousin Themba.  But Themba tells her that he is HIV positive and helps Ntokoza prepare for her test on HIV and AIDS.  I suppose this ‘story’ was intended to replace the information book at this level.  In my opinion, it doesn’t work.  The dialogue, especially between adolescents of different sexes, is unrealistic in the extreme.  And by defining B as “Be faithful when you are in a relationship”, the door is left wide open for successive relationships and therefore a high risk of HIV infection.
Tsatsi by Dabilo M. Mokobi, illustrated by Joseph Mugisha


Tsatsi wants to do something special for his sick mother and uncle with his babysitting money, so he organizes a children’s choir to sing and plans a party.  This story, set in Botswana, is told more than shown in action and dialogue, but it had me brushing away tears at the end.  There are some Christian references without being preachy.

***When My Dad Comes Home, by Deborah Ewing, illustrated by Diek Grobler


Liam’s mom died and his dad never came home again, so when Mouse’s dad is sent to a distant city to work and his mother’s cough turns out to be TB (which everyone knows is associated with AIDS), does that mean Mouse will be alone, too?  The writing is strong with scenes the reader can clearly visualize.  The story contains a strong father model while taking seriously the reality that not all fathers can be trusted.


Jabu’s Shout by Moraig Peden, illustrated by Lois Neethling

Mantombi’s older sister, Jabulile, leaves school and hangs out with boyfriends until she gets pregnant.  When Jabu is getting thin and weak, Mantombi learns about ARVs at school, and takes her sister to be tested.  Besides the primary issues of teen pregnancy and HIV, there is a background issue of abuse as Ma works Mantombi so hard that she has no time for homework and then threatens to take her out of school altogether.  The illustrations are exquisite although the story is not as engaging as it would be if it were shown in action and dialogue instead of merely told.

Reviewer, LeAnne Hardy, is the author of Beads and Braids and other juvenile and adult fiction. (See her website at www.leannehardy.net.)  LeAnne lives  in Johannesburg, South Africa where she is an AIM missionary focusing on literature for children affected by HIV and AIDS.

