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The evidence is overwhelming. Extensive research done over the 
last three decades confi rms that self-selected reading for pleasure 
results in profound growth in all aspects of literacy.1

We develop aspects of literacy such as reading ability, vocabulary, 
grammar, writi ng style and spelling competence when we 
understand what we read.2 Thus, the more we read, the bett er we 
read, and the more pleasure we get out of reading.3 Research has 
also found that children who read for enjoyment perform bett er 
in the classroom – not just in vocabulary and spelling, but in 
all subjects including Maths.4

Around the world children growing up in poverty 
struggle to read in comparison to their wealthier 
peers.5 Yet studies comparing groups of similarly 
disadvantaged children indicate that those provided 
with access to books consistently show higher levels of literacy 
development.6 In fact, when children read for pleasure, it has a 
greater eff ect on their educati onal success than does their family’s 
socio-economic status.7 Thus, by culti vati ng a love of reading and 
providing access to reading material, we can counter some of the 
eff ects of poverty on educati onal achievement.

1 Krashen, S. 2004. The Power of Reading: Insights from the Research. 

Libraries Unlimited: Westport

2 Ibid.

3 Clark, C., and Douglas, J. 2011. Young People’s Reading and Writi ng An in-depth study 

focusing on enjoyment, behaviour, atti  tudes and att ainment: Nati onal Literacy Trust

4 Sullivan, A. & Brown, M. 2013. Social inequaliti es in cogniti ve scores at age 16: The role of 

reading. Insti tute of Educati on: University of London

5 Ibid.

6 Krashen, S. 2004.

7 Department of Educati on – United Kingdom. 2012. Research evidence for reading for 

pleasure. Access at: www.gov.ukplea

Why reading for enjoyment?
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Nal’ibali (isiXhosa for “here’s the story”) is a nati onal reading-for-enjoyment campaign sparking children’s 
potenti al through storytelling and reading. Initi ated in 2012 by the DG Murray Trust and the Project for 
the Study of Alternati ve Educati on in South Africa (PRAESA), the campaign seeks to moti vate and support 
caregivers and communiti es to make stories and reading a part of everyday life. Children who read regularly 
and hear engaging stories, in languages they understand, are well prepared and moti vated to learn to read 
and write. And as research shows, children who love to read and who are read to by caring adults are more 
likely to att ain educati onal success. With this in mind, Nal’ibali has set out to create a nati onal culture of 
reading in South Africa.

What is Nal'ibali?
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The situation in South Africa
We don’t read enough in South Africa. Only 14% of South African adults 
consider themselves to be acti ve readers, and just 5% of parents read 
to their children.8

Access to books is a major obstacle: 51% of households have no leisure 
books, and 85% of the populati on live beyond the reach of a public 
library.9 About 92% of primary schools lack functi onal libraries10 and 
very litt le reading material is available in the home languages of most 
South African children.11,12

We see the eff ects of this in the poor showing of South African 
children in regional and internati onal tests such as the Progress in 
Internati onal Reading Literacy Study (PIRLS). South African children 
consistently come last or near-last in assessments that compare 

their academic achievement to that of children in other middle-
income countries,13 and many learners have not yet acquired 
basic literacy skills by the ti me they reach Grade 5.14

A 2010 study by Stellenbosch University’s Economics 
Department found that illiteracy costs South 
Africa half a trillion rand in lost GDP per annum.15

But the opportunity is not only about money. 
Reading literature builds empathy, criti cal thinking 

and imaginati on – which are at the heart of a strong, 
innovati ve nati on.16

8 South African Book Development Council. 2007. Nati onal survey into the reading and book 

reading behaviour of adult South Africans. Access at: www.dac.gov.za

9 Ibid.

10 Equal Educati on. School libraries. Access at: www.equaleducati on.org.za

11 Bloch, C. 1999. The potenti al of early childhood for developing and sustaining literacy in 

Africa. Social Dynamics Vol 25. No.1  Language and Development in Africa, Centre for African 

Studies, UCT. Access at www.praesa.org.za

12 South African Insti tute for Distance Learning. 2014. African Storybook Project. Access at: 

www.saide.org.za

13  In the 2011 Progress in Internati onal Reading Literature Study (PIRLS), South African 5th 

graders scored last of 49 countries tested.

14 NEEDU Reading Study. 2013. The State of Reading in Grade 5 in Selected Rural 

Primary Schools

15  M. Gustafsson, S. Van der Berg, D. Shepherd and C. Burger. 2010. The costs of illiteracy in 

South Africa. Access from: htt ps://ideas.repec.org/p/sza/wpaper/wpapers113.html

16  Nussbaum, M.  2010: Not for Profi t: Why Democracy Needs the Humaniti es. 

Princeton University Press  
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The campaign at a glance

Using print, digital, outdoor and broadcast media, the awareness 
campaign directs public att enti on to the enormous benefi ts of sharing 
stories and books with babies, toddlers and children of all ages, and 
how to do this. By mid-2015, Nal’ibali has:

 Flighted 503 multi lingual billboards in highly visible locati ons 
across the country, urging people to “bring home” the power 
of stories.

 Developed a Children’s Literacy Charter and Children’s Literacy 
Rights poster endorsed by UNICEF and the Internati onal Board 
on Books for Young People (IBBY).

 Broadcast three public service announcements (PSAs), which 
aired almost 100 ti mes between January and February 2015 on 
SABC television stati ons.

 Contributed 88 editorial columns – writt en by authors, teachers, 
literacy and language specialists, illustrators and editors – 
published in Times Media newspapers (The Times, Sunday 
World, The Herald, Daily Dispatch and Sowetan).

Nal'ibali seeks to inspire and 

support South Africans to read for 

joy through three main activities:  

Creating 
awareness
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The campaign produces and disseminates engaging and age-appropriate reading material for 
children in all South African languages through a variety of platf orms, including radio and mobile 
applicati ons. It also shares practi cal informati on with parents, caregivers and teachers about 
how to support children’s literacy development in mother and other tongues – with a focus on 
modelling rather than preaching. By mid-2015, Nal’ibali has:

Nal’ibali trains and equips individuals and organisati ons to run reading clubs for children aged 2 to 18, and 
helps to sustain these through mentoring, resource provision and partnerships. In additi on, the campaign’s 
team of literacy mentors is responsible for mobilising community acti on and engagement by inspiring people 
into acti on through informati on sessions, parent workshops and literacy events. By mid-2015, Nal’ibali has:

 Supported more than 340 reading clubs, reaching 9 000 children in six provinces (with a target of 
supporti ng 1 200 clubs by December 2015).

 Trained approximately 4 500 people to use informally structured story-centred, enjoyment-based 
approaches to support children’s biliteracy development.

 With the Department of Basic Educati on Gauteng, trained 505 curriculum advisers, teachers and 
parents to act as master trainers and mentors, and identi fi ed 150 schools for the establishment of 
reading clubs. In 2015 training is expanding to the Eastern Cape, KwaZulu-Natal, Northern Cape and 
the North West.

Supporting a network of reading clubs

Produced more than 20 million bilingual supplements packed with 
stories, acti viti es and ti ps, and delivered 2.7 million for free to 
reading clubs, schools, libraries and NGOs in the Nal’ibali network.
Developed and published 39 new South African stories for children 
and translated them into 6 to 11 South African languages.
Produced 117 audio stories, which have been translated into all 
11 offi  cial languages for broadcast on SABC public radio stati ons, 
reaching a potenti al audience of 5-million listeners each week.
Distributed 266 700 books to schools, libraries and reading clubs in 
partnership with Wimpy and the Litt le Hands Trust in 2013.
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Creating and distributing stories 
and reading material



Produced in partnership with Times Media, the Nal’ibali supplement is a 16-page 
bilingual resource that bridges home, community and school. Each supplement 
contains literacy ti ps, reading and writi ng acti viti es, and two or three children’s 
stories. These include a read-aloud story, and abridged and translated versions 
of popular South African picture books in partnership with local 
publishers, for children to cut out and keep. 

Covering six provinces, the supplement 
appears fortnightly in the: 

Sunday World (Gauteng, Free State, 
KwaZulu-Natal and Limpopo);
Sunday Times Express (Western Cape);
Daily Dispatch (Eastern Cape); and
The Herald (Eastern Cape).

Additi onally, 30 000 copies are delivered for 
free every fortnight during term ti me to schools, 
libraries, NGOs and reading clubs that are part of the 
Nal’ibali network. The supplement is available in the 
following language combinati ons: English-isiXhosa, 
English-isiZulu, English-Sepedi, English-Sesotho and 
English-Afrikaans.

Suitable for use with children aged 3–12 years

66

Where can you find Nal'ibali?

In newspapers

We 
have recently started 

using your supplements for our literacy 
programme, and last week the young boy with 

whom I work was so excited to be reading a story 
in isiXhosa that he jumped around the whole classroom 

telling the other children: "Sitheth'isiXhosa! Sitheth'isiXhosa!" 
It was also the first time he's ever listened to me tell a 
story from beginning to end and actually be interested 

and participate! Thank you for helping me to help 
Lathitha finally realise that reading is fun! 

- Nathalia von Witt
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The Nal’ibali website and mobisite serve as resource hubs where 
users can access Nal’ibali newspaper supplements, stories and 
story cards, podcasts of radio stories, recommended reading lists, 
as well as multi lingual ti p-sheets that inspire and support reading 
for enjoyment in children of all ages. Online resources can be 
downloaded and/or printed for easy use.

Caregivers with limited internet connecti on or data can subscribe 
to the Nal’ibali reading-for-enjoyment app on the social networking 
platf orm Mxit to receive a weekly story or moti vati onal literacy 
ti p on their feature- or smartphone. App users also have the 
opportunity to earn points and rewards by completi ng stories, 
submitti  ng reviews and answering monthly polls.

Web-hubs are targeted at adults, while the reading materials and tools 
are suitable for use with children aged 0–15 years

7

Nal’ibali broadcasts children’s radio programmes on all SABC public radio stati ons in partnership with SABC 
Educati on. Radio stories air two to three ti mes a week and are available in every offi  cial language. They are 
developed together with South African and African authors and/or early childhood literacy experts to help 
ensure they have wide appeal at the same ti me as being personally meaningful for South African/African 
children and their families. Approximately 10 minutes in length, the audio stories can be downloaded from 
the Nal’ibali website, mobisite and Mxit app.

Suitable for use with children aged 5–10 years
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Who can use 
Nal'ibali materials?
Reading material produced by Nal’ibali can be 
enjoyed by children of various ages and at various 
stages of development. All material is designed to be 
read to them, read by them, shared with other children 
and/or adults and passed on.

The campaign’s multi lingual guides and support resources have been created for use 
by parents, teachers, librarians, reading volunteers and ECD practi ti oners i.e. they can 
easily be used by any caring adult/teenager who wants to read and write with children.
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I just read two stories 
from Nal'ibali's mobisite to my 

son Naanda in hospital. He has a 
fever that won't break and has been 
struggling to sleep. Now he is fast 

asleep. Thanks Nal'ibali. - 
Lulamile Mzamo



Nal’ibali trains and equips individuals and organisati ons to 
run clubs for children and for teenagers. The sustainability 
of these clubs is supported through mentoring, resource 
provision and partnerships. The aim of the reading club 
programme is to create nurturing spaces that moti vate 
children to want to read and write, help them learn 
to read and write informally, and give them a sense of 
identi ty and belonging.

Reading club training includes the following: 

creati ve ways to inspire a love of 
reading and writi ng in children across 
diff erent communiti es; 
how to choose appropriate books and stories for 
children of all ages; 
how to approach language in multi lingual setti  ngs; 
how to read or tell a story to a group; 
how to plan, organise and manage a reading 
club; and
how families and communiti es can be helpful for 
children’s literacy learning.

8

At community reading clubs

In 2014, Nal’ibali launched its current media awareness campaign: 
“Story Power. Bring it home.” The campaign messaging aims to 
build bridges between home and school. A strong partnership 
between families and teachers is the recipe for giving children the 
best educati onal opportuniti es possible because children always 
take what they know from home to school – and when homes are 
rich in stories and engaging connecti ons with caregivers, there is 
much more for teachers to expand upon.

The campaign fl ighted 503 multi lingual billboards across the country 
supported by PSAs in six South African languages broadcast on 
television, pop-up bookstores, a nati onal storytelling competi ti on, 
and the mass distributi on of material outlining when, how and 
where to read and share stories with children.

 "Children whose parents 
tell stories or read to them 
from birth are likely to do 

better at school."17

17  Hart, B., and Risley, T.R. 2004. The Early Catastrophe: 

The 30 Million Word Gap by Age 3. Educati on Review, 

77(1): 100–18.
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On streets and in homes
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The Nal’ibali early literacy approach for 
children aged two to six is Storyplay. 
PRAESA developed Storyplay from 
research about how babies and young 
children learn to think, play, problem 
solve and come to use oral and writt en 
language successfully. Using pretend 
play, it brings adults and children 
together around stories, books and toys 
in animated ways to provide rich and 
meaningful story-making experiences.

Stories are as important for literacy development as 
more technical aspects, such as learning to sound or 
spell out words, write neatly and understand grammar.
A mother tongue-based bilingual approach helps to 
ensure understanding and biliteracy learning – both 
African languages and English are valued.
Children develop literacy at home and in the 
community, not just in school.
Parents, caregivers, volunteers and communiti es play 
an essenti al role in establishing the habit of reading 
and writi ng into children’s daily lives.
Both oral and writt en storytelling are important tools 
for language and literacy development and for making 
other cultural connecti ons.

Nal'ibali's guiding principles

Polokwane

Nelspruit
Pretoria

Johannesburg

Welkom
Kimberley

Bloemfontein

Botshabelo
Lesotho

South Africa

Swaziland

St Lucia
Richards Bay

Durban

Mthatha

East London

Grahamstown

Port Elizabeth
Plettenberg Bay

Knysna

Mossel Bay
Hermanus

Oudtshoorn

Cape Town

Langebaan

Springbok

Upington

Mahikeng

Louis TrichardtBy mid-2015 there were 

Nal'ibali reading clubs in 

six provinces: 

Storyplay
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Thus far progress has been measured in terms of the South African  public’s 
growing interacti on with Nal’ibali and demand for its books and resources, as 
well as through qualitati ve research. In 2015, Nal’ibali is planning an independent 
evaluati on that will help us to understand how and to what extent the campaign 
is sparking changes in atti  tudes, knowledge, behaviour and literacy. For example, 

in comparison to people who have not experienced Nal’ibali, do children 
who are exposed to Nal’ibali read more oft en? Do parents who are 

exposed to Nal’ibali tell stories, and talk and read to their children, 
more oft en – and do they read more themselves? Do people who are 

exposed to Nal’ibali seek more resources – do they join and visit a 
library, buy books or magazines, or read Nal’ibali stories online? 
What impact does regularly att ending a reading club have on 
children’s literacy development? We also seek to understand 

how diff erent kinds of exposure to Nal’ibali impact these changes.

Ulti mately, we would like to know whether Nal’ibali is eff ecti ve 
– but we can only conduct real nati onal impact surveys once it 
reaches suffi  cient scale.

Is Nal'ibali effective?

Where to next?
We esti mate that approximately 20% of South Africans have contact with Nal’ibali in some form 
or other. The aim is to ensure that at least two thirds (about 35 million people) interact directly 
with the campaign. To do this, Nal’ibali needs to scale up its work in schools, widen its reach 
into every district in the country, fi nd retailers willing to partner in increasing access to books 
and reading materials, and keep alive its dynamic and joyful media campaign. To be sustained 
at scale, partnerships with government, business, civil society and the South African public is 
criti cal. Nal’ibali is a nati onal brand that is held in trust for all people in South Africa. We invite 
you to be part of it!
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About PRAESA About the DG Murray Trust

The Project for the Study of Alternati ve Educati on in 
South Africa, or PRAESA, is a UCT-affi  liated research 
and development insti tute with a 23-year track 
record of work in children’s multi lingual literacy 
development. It has been recognised for its work 
with awards such as the internati onal IBBY-ASAHI 
Reading Promoti on Award in 2014, the Western 
Cape Cultural Aff airs prize for Best Contributi on to 
Language Development and the 2015 Astrid Lindgren 
Memorial Award (ALMA) – the world’s largest award 
for children’s literature and reading promoti on.

Built on endowments from the late Douglas Murray 
and his wife Eleanor, the DG Murray Trust is a private 
foundati on which supports initi ati ves that aim to 
have a dynamic and fundamental impact on the lives 
of people in South Africa. DGMT’s ulti mate goal is to 
create an ethical and enabling environment where 
human needs and aspirati ons are met, and every 
person is given the proper opportunity to fulfi l his or 
her potenti al, for both personal benefi t and for that 
of the wider community.

Growing biliteracy and multilingualism

"It is 
vital that children 

enjoy reading - motivation is essential 
for acquiring literacy skills. Reading for pleasure 
is more important than either wealth or social 
class as an indicator of success at school." - 
The Reading Agency (readingagency.org.uk)



Web:  www.nalibali.org
Mobile:  www.nalibali.mobi
Facebook:  nalibaliSA
Twitter:  @nalibaliSA




