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OPENING

Good day to you all.
My name Is Rex.U.Clarke the founder of Rex Clarke Adventures & Omiren Styles. 
It is an absolute honour and privilege to connect with you today for the 5th International Virtual Conference of Kwara State University. A university whose vision, ambition, and commitment to knowledge continue to inspire not only the state it serves, but the continent and the world beyond.
When I first encountered this year's conference theme, Books Without Borders: Sustaining Reading Cultures and Education in Adversity, it did not merely strike a professional chord. It struck a deeply personal note.
This theme beautifully encapsulates the very essence of my own early literary journey. It reminds us that while physical borders, economic hardships, and social adversities seek to confine and diminish us, the written word possesses an innate, irreducible power to break through those barriers. To set us free.
Allow me to share a piece of my story with you.

PART ONE: MY PERSONAL STORY, A LIFE SHAPED BY WORDS

I grew up in a home where reading was not a suggestion, it was a discipline. My parents, like every responsible parent who understood the weight of the future, instilled in us children the habit of daily reading. From Monday to Friday, between 7 and 9 in the evening, we sat down to read. No exceptions. And after those two hours, the family would gather to watch the late news on NTA, the Nigerian Television Authority.
But even the news was not passive. My father had a way of listening to it that made all of us sit up straight. Because at the end of the broadcast, he might ask a question. And you had better have been paying attention.
I was between nine and eleven years old during those years. And even then, I knew, somewhere in my heart, what I was destined for; I just did not yet have the language to describe it then. Now knew I was a bibliophile, though I did not know the word at the time. There was something about words, printed, spoken, and debated, that drew me in, that made me feel most like myself.

Enter Uncle Sam.

My mother's elder brother, Uncle Sam, was a court clerk. A quiet, purposeful man of precision and principle. When he visited our home, he always arrived with newspapers, his two favourites: The Observer and The Tribune. And whenever Uncle Sam arrived with those newspapers, I knew I had been assigned a task.
He would call for me specifically. Not my siblings. Me. And I understood why.
He wanted me to read those newspapers aloud, from front to back. I would read while he sat in conversation with my parents. I would read as they moved to the dining table for their meals. I would keep reading, my young voice carrying the weight of current affairs, politics, editorials, and sport, through corridors and into rooms, until every page had been turned.
And if any story caught Uncle Sam's attention, he would stop me, lean in, and say: 'Read that one again.'

Then, after both newspapers were done, he would ask me the question that I both dreaded and secretly loved: 'What do you think about the main stories today?'
I would mumble. I was just a child. I wanted to flee the scene. But I stayed. And I answered. Week after week, visit after visit, I answered.
A few years of those Saturday afternoons with Uncle Sam, and something remarkable happened: when I sat for my Primary Six examinations, I came out as the best Current Affairs student in my school.

That young boy who once mumbled through newspaper summaries had found his voice.
Today, I read more newspapers and magazines than most people read books. I have countless news apps on my phone covering global events. And all of it, the curiosity, the discipline, the hunger to know, was sparked by a man who visited with newspapers under his arm and believed a child's opinion was worth asking for.
That is why I stand before you today as the author of three books, with more to come, and as an avid researcher for whom barely a day passes without inquiry and investigation.
My story is a testimony to how reading culture is built, not in isolation, but through tangible, real-world pillars that defy adversity.

THE THREE PILLARS: BUILDING BOOKS WITHOUT BORDERS
Looking back, I can identify three specific channels through which my reading life was constructed and sustained. I believe these same three channels hold the key to reviving and sustaining reading culture across Nigeria and Africa today.

1. Role Models
Uncle Sam was not a teacher in any classroom. He held no formal educational title. But he was the most powerful reading mentor in my life. Every reading culture needs its Uncle Sam, a figure who believes in the power of words and passes that belief on to a child. Role models are the human infrastructure of literacy. They are irreplaceable.

2. An Environment That Inspires
My parents created a structured environment where reading was the norm, not the exception. The 7-to-9pm rule was not punitive; it was purposeful. It said: in this home, the mind matters. Environments shape habits. When reading is embedded into the architecture of a home, a school, or a community, it stops being a task and becomes an identity.

3. Indigenous and Traditional Media
The newspapers that Uncle Sam brought, The Observer and The Tribune, were not international publications. They were local, grounded, and alive with stories of our world. Beyond newspapers, think of the folktales our grandmothers told at dusk, the conversations with elders beneath the shade of great trees. These are forms of media. They are forms of literacy. Indigenous and traditional channels of knowledge are not relics to be archived; they are foundations to be built upon.

PART TWO: WHERE NIGERIA STANDS, THE DATA MUST SPEAK
We cannot have an honest conversation about sustaining reading culture without first acknowledging the landscape we are operating within. And that landscape, while not without hope, contains numbers that should concern every educator, policymaker, and citizen in this room.
Nigeria's Literacy Gap
According to World Bank data, Nigeria's adult literacy rate stood at approximately 78% as of 2024, meaning more than one in five Nigerians aged 15 and above cannot read or write with functional proficiency. Progress has been made: in 1991, the figure was 67.6%. But the pace has been slow, and the gap with our peers remains troubling.

Consider Zimbabwe, a country that has faced profound economic and political adversity in recent decades. Despite those challenges, Zimbabwe's literacy rate stands at approximately 89–94%, reflecting decades of significant investment in universal access to primary education. Rwanda has risen from 50% in 1978 to over 81% today. Ethiopia climbed from 36% in 1994 to over 71% in 2022. These are nations that decided literacy was non-negotiable, even in adversity. Nigeria, with all its wealth and population, must match that resolve.

Closer to home, we are reminded that more than one-fifth of Nigerian children aged 6 to 11 are not in school at all. The Universal Basic Education Commission has billions of naira in unspent funds, money meant for education that 27 states could not access as of 2024, due to bureaucratic and legislative bottlenecks. These are not abstract figures. They are children left behind.

State Libraries: The Silent Crisis
We gather today under the banner of a university that hosts what is proudly described as the largest university library in West Africa. That is a genuine achievement, and Kwara State University deserves recognition for it.
But I ask: how many students walk through those doors each week? And beyond this campus, how many of Nigeria's state public libraries are still fully functional? Many have become shadows of what they once were: underfunded, understocked, and under-attended. The federal, state, and local governments all have a role to play in reviving these temples of knowledge. A library that is not used is a building. A library that is used is a revolution.

PART THREE: THE INVISIBLE STRUGGLE, READING DISABILITIES IN OUR CLASSROOMS

There is a conversation that our education system has been reluctant to have. I want to have it today.
Across Nigeria's classrooms, from primary school to university level, there are students who are not simply unmotivated or undisciplined. They are struggling with neurological conditions that affect their ability to process written language. And in the vast majority of cases, nobody has told them that.

Understanding the Conditions

The most common reading-related learning disability is dyslexia, a neurological condition characterised by difficulty with accurate and fluent word recognition, poor spelling, and decoding challenges. Research suggests that globally, dyslexia affects between 10 and 20% of the population. In Nigeria, the figure may be as high as 20%, higher than the global average, due in part to limited access to early diagnosis and inadequate educational resources for screening.
But dyslexia is not the only condition affecting reading. Others include:
Dysgraphia, difficulty with writing, spelling, and putting thoughts onto paper.
ADHD (Attention Deficit Hyperactivity Disorder), which makes sustained reading and concentration especially difficult.
Auditory Processing Disorder, which affects the ability to interpret spoken language, impacting phonics-based reading and learning.
Visual Processing Disorder, which makes tracking lines of text, distinguishing similar letters, and reading fluently profoundly difficult.
Irlen Syndrome, a perceptual processing disorder where the brain struggles to process full-spectrum light, causing words to appear to blur, move, or distort on the page.

The Cost of Silence

In classrooms of 40 to 70 pupils, which is the reality in most Nigerian public schools, early identification of these conditions is nearly impossible without deliberate systems and trained educators. So what happens? The child with dyslexia is called lazy. The student with ADHD is labelled a troublemaker. The young person with a visual processing disorder is told they need to try harder.
And some of them believe it. They internalise it. And they fall out of the reading culture, not because reading was not for them, but because the system was not built for them.

A Direct Word to Our Distinguished Professors and Academics

To the professors and academics gathered here today, both those present in person and those joining us virtually, I speak to you directly.
You have power. Not just academic power, but human power. The power to notice a struggling student and not walk past. The power to create channels, formal or informal, through which students can reach out when reading and comprehension feel like walls rather than windows.
Nigeria's education system is severely underfunded. We acknowledge that. You may not have the budget for specialised support services. But you have something money cannot fully replace: presence, awareness, and the will to act.
You can normalise conversations about learning differences in your classrooms. You can design assessments that do not exclusively reward speed-reading under examination pressure. You can encourage your institutions to create disclosure pathways so that a student who suspects they have dyslexia or another condition can seek guidance without shame.
The research is detailed: early intervention and appropriate support can significantly improve outcomes for students with reading disabilities. You are in a position to provide that intervention. I urge you, do not leave it to chance.

PART FOUR: TECHNOLOGY, TOOL OR THREAT?

We live in an age of extraordinary technological acceleration. Artificial intelligence, social media, streaming platforms, and digital content have fundamentally altered how information is consumed. And the shift is not without its paradoxes.
We have more access to information than at any point in human history. And yet, there is a growing body of evidence suggesting we are reading less deeply, retaining less critically, and thinking less independently. Technology has made us faster, but in some respects, it has made us shallower.
The Nigerian context presents this tension with particular clarity. Smartphone penetration is rising rapidly. Social media use is high. But reading books, reading long-form journalism, reading anything that demands patience and sustained attention, these habits are in decline.

Technology is not the enemy. It is a tool. And like all tools, its value depends entirely on how we wield it. The same phone that hosts 15 minutes of mindless scrolling can host an audiobook, a digital newspaper, an e-reader, and a podcast exploring ideas. The same app economy that distracts can also deliver entire libraries to a student who has never entered one.
The question is not whether technology should be part of our reading culture strategy. It must be. The question is: who is guiding our young people in using these tools wisely?

PART FIVE: WHAT MUST BE DONE, A CALL TO ACTION

I want to close with clarity. Not with lament, but with direction.

To the Federal, State, and Local Governments:

Education is not a political talking point. It is the most critical infrastructure investment a nation can make. Fund your public libraries. Make them accessible. Make them safe, welcoming, and fully stocked. Unlock the UBEC funds that are sitting idle. Pass policies that mandate reading culture programmes from primary school upward. Recognise and resource inclusive education, not as a favour to children with disabilities, but as a legal, moral, and developmental obligation.
To University Leadership:
A world-class library is a point of pride. But it must also be a point of access. Track usage. Incentivise engagement. Partner with departments to embed library use into curriculum requirements. Create welcoming spaces within the library for diverse learners, including those with disabilities who may need adaptive technologies and quiet, sensory-sensitive environments.

To Educators at Every Level:

Notice your students. Learn the signs of reading difficulties. Champion inclusive practices. Refuse to reduce a child's potential to their reading speed or their score on a comprehension test. And never, never, let a student believe that struggling means failing.

To Parents and Families:

Be Uncle Sam. Bring the newspaper. Ask the question. Create a structured time. You do not need a library card or an internet subscription to build a reader. You need consistency, belief, and the radical conviction that your child's mind is worth investing in.

To Young People:

Read. Read beyond your course materials. Read for pleasure, for curiosity, for argument. Read things you agree with and read things that challenge you. Build the habit now, because a mind that reads is a mind that grows, and a mind that grows is a life that expands beyond every border the world tries to place around it.

CONCLUSION: THE BORDERLESS POWER OF BOOKS

Distinguished guests, academics, students, and friends across the globe, I want to leave you with this thought.
Uncle Sam never held a PhD. He held a newspaper. And through that newspaper, he gave a young Nigerian boy from an ordinary home something that no border could contain: the world.

Books without borders is not merely a conference theme. It is a declaration. It declares that the right to read, to learn, to imagine, and to grow belongs to every human being, regardless of geography, economic circumstance, language, physical ability, or the quality of the school within walking distance of their home.
It is our collective responsibility, as educators, policymakers, parents, researchers, and citizens, to honour that declaration. Not with speeches alone, but with systems, resources, and the daily, stubborn refusal to give up on a single child who has not yet found their way to a page.
Reading does not merely sustain education. Reading sustains humanity.
Thank you.
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