
1 Creative Learners

INCLUSIVE, ENABLING 

COMMUNITIES

RESOURCEFUL YOUNG 

CHILDREN

CREATIVE 

LEARNERS

ENTERPRISING 

SCHOOL LEAVERS

GAME-CHANGING 

LEADERS

Le
t’s

 G
et

 S
ou

th
 A

fr
ic

a 
Re

ad
in

g 
Au

gu
st

 2
01

5 As a non-profi t organisation working in the rural 
village of Zithulele in the Eastern Cape, Axium 
Education provides a range of initiatives that 
support teachers and learners to raise levels 
of school achievement in the area. Given the 
strong link between reading for enjoyment 
and success in the classroom, our Community 
Reading Programme is exploring the potential 
of unemployed youth to serve as reading 
and storytelling facilitators, called Nobalisas 
(storytellers), to help grow a love of reading among 
children – and the community at large. 

The Rural Context: Challenges to 
Reading for Pleasure

As a rural village, there are a number of barriers to 
reading for enjoyment in Zithulele, where literacy 
levels remain low. These include:

Limited access to services such as electricity 
and running water. This means children have to 
assist with tasks such as collecting water and 
fi rewood, leaving little time for recreational 
activities like reading.
A lack of reading material and ‘print-rich’ 
environments, due to limited advertising and 
no newspaper delivery points in the area.
Overstretched and ill-equipped teachers who 
are not adequately trained or supported. Many 
have to travel far distances to reach the schools 
in which they work.
Large class sizes, which place additional strain 
on teachers and the already limited availability 
of resources.
A high rate of adult illiteracy, which means many 
caregivers lack the skills and/or confi dence to 
read to children or help them learn to read at 
home.

‘Nobalisas’: Working from Within

When devising our Community Reading 
Programme, we identifi ed a clear ‘gap in the 
market’: Zithulele is home to many young adults 
with a desire to gain new skills, but who have 
few opportunities to access formal training or 
better themselves. The area is also home to many 
learners who have little exposure to stories and 
reading, either in school or at home. 

As a way to bridge this gap, the programme seeks 
to harness the potential of unemployed youth to 
act as storytellers and reading club faciliators for 
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their younger peers. Not only are they able to earn 
a stipend as Nobalisas, they also receive personal 
development training so that they can emerge 
from the programme well-equipped to enter 
other professional environments. Furthermore, 
as members of the community, they are also 
better able see changes in their community as a 
direct result of their involvement – a powerful 
motivating factor for them to join and stay with 
the programm e. 

Lessons Learnt: Nurturing Local 
Potential to Drive Change

In January 2014, a team of four Nobalisas were 
employed to pilot a school-based literacy 
programme at two junior secondary schools in 
Zithulele (Putuma JSS and Seaview JSS). They 
worked with learners from Grades 1-5, mostly in 
isiXhosa literacy development, although some 
English language support was provided where 
requested by the schools. In 2015, the team was 
expanded to 11 Nobalisas after a successful fi rst 
year, and the team increased their contact time 
with the original schools, and added a third school 
– Mhlahlane JSS.

Groups of 25 learners attend an hour-long session 
with the Nobalisas each week, which is based 
on the Nal’ibali reading club model approach to 
literacy learning: a balance of singing, storytelling, 
reading aloud, group reading and shared reading 
with caring adults and other children1. Have-a-go 
writing and phonics games were added to the 
programme. The reading material for each session 
includes Nal’ibali story supplements2 as well as 
storybooks donated to the schools by Biblionef.

Key learning #1: the involvement of local youth 
has strengthened the programme

As members of the community, Nobalisas are 
familiar with the learning problems of the 

1  Nal’ibali is a national reading-for-enjoyment campaign that sees reading for enjoyment 

and reading clubs as key literacy promotion strategies. The organisation is run by PRAESA, 

which has more than 20 years experience in community-run reading clubs, including the 

Vulindlela Reading Clubs which were started to create conditions in community settings 

that inspire, promote and support reading for enjoyment and the development of reading 

habits in mother tongue and additional languages among children and adults. (Alexander, 

N., Bloch, C., Jogee, N., Guzula, X., Mahobe, N. (March 2011). Literate School Communities: 

Vulindlela Reading Clubs. PRAESA Early Literacy Unit

2  Nal’ibali supplements are fortnightly 16-page bilingual resources that guide and equip 

caregivers to read, write and share stories with children. In the Eastern Cape, the supplement 

is available in English-isiXhosa, and contains 2-3 new stories in every edition. 

children they work with (for example, why 
learners struggle with certain words or sounds), 
and so they are in a better position to help 
support them. 
Learners who attend the programme recognise 
Nobalisas from the areas surrounding their 
homes – so some sense of connection is 
already in place between the children and the 
facilitators when the programme begins.
Many Nobalisas have existing relationships with 
the families of learners, and are therefore better 
able to advocate for literacy development in 
the home. This is important in a context where 
parents often leave their children’s education 
up to the school and teachers.
Nobalisas are young, enthusiastic and energetic: 
they can easily create fun learning environments 
for the learners.

Key learning #2: training and mentorship are key 
to the Nobalisas’ success

Intensive training and mentorship have been key 
to the eff ective deployment of Nobalisas. 
This includes:

An ‘in-the-fi eld’ trainer: the Nobalisas’ team 
leader is present at school sessions, fi rst to 
watch the Nobalisas in action and then to 
support them following the sessions. This 
means that blind spots and diffi  culties are 
spotted early on, and coaching can happen ‘on 
the job’.
Ongoing mentorship: The trainer’s role is not 
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simply ‘to train and lead’ in the classroom, but 
to also work alongside each individual Nobalisa 
in their professional and personal development, 
asking questions and making suggestions 
to assist them in their future planning. This 
is important given that the Nobalisa role is 
envisaged not as a long-term post, but rather a 
launchpad to something else.
Training is a balance of literacy skills and 
personal development: ‘Literacy skills’ 
development capacitates Nobalisas with the 
technical skills needed to implement the 
programme, such as how to take a child on a 
‘picture walk’ through a book; how to assist 
a child with reading sounds or words they 
are struggling with; how to tell a good story 
and how to encourage a child and grow their 
confi dence. Personal development covers the 
softer skills needed for the Nobalisas to thrive 
in this job – and in their future careers: self-
leadership; awareness of their inherent skills 
and strengths and how to work as a team.

Overcoming Challenges 

The challenges facing schools in the rural Eastern 
Cape are well-known: large class sizes, insuffi  cient 
resources, and disruption of the school schedule for 
a host of reasons, from memorial services to choir 
practice or departmental workshops. Through 
the programme, we have also encountered the 
following challenges:

Building authentic and sustainable 
school partnerships 

It has been challenging to build and maintain 
a working partnership with teachers, many of 
whom say they would prefer for the programme 
to happen without their involvement at this 
stage – freeing them to get to other tasks, like 
marking papers. Teachers have, however, asked 
for more of their learners to be involved in the 
programme given the positive eff ects they have 
seen, such as learners’ growing interest in reading, 
improvements in reading ability and increasing 
confi dence. This presents a further challenge 
because to be eff ective, the Nobalisa team can 
only serve a maximum of 25 learners at a time 
(on average, a team of fi ve Nobalisas works with 
a group of 25 learners, enabling them to work 
with groups of 5 learners each), and the same 

learners every week. This presents a problem in 
schools with very large numbers of children. In 
addition, not just any learner can participate in the 
programme: the focus is on ‘emerging readers’ – 
children who can read a little, but who need an 
extra push to enter the ‘fl uent reader’ category. 

Targeting the right learners

As noted above, the selection of learners has been 
problematic, with teachers sometimes sending 
learners who were not initially selected to take 
part in the programme; or sending learners who 
cannot read at all, rather than emerging readers. 
Some schools have also requested English 
support, which, though we will willingly provide 
it if requested, is currently not our focus for this 
age group.

Developing a curriculum ‘on-the-go’

Whereas there are a number of diff erent curricula 
in place for early literacy development in English, 
there are a limited number of resources for isiXhosa 
literacy development, or for literacy learning 
in isolated, rural settings. The literacy support 
programmes we have encountered are also 
designed for close learner-facilitator interaction – 
a diffi  cult requirement when working with such 
large numbers. 

To date we have largely used the Nal’ibali reading 
club model as a framework to encourage reading 
for enjoyment, and have relied on the Nal’ibali 
supplement for use within the reading club 
sessions. However, as outlined below, we are 
currently exploring ways to develop our own 
curriculum. 
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Way forward: deeping and expanding 
engagement

Learnings from the fi rst 18 months of our 
Community Reading Programme have been 
numerous, and we are encouraged by the results, 
particularly in two key areas:

Development of a school support package 
and training curriculum

 We are in the process of piloting an isiXhosa 
version of the Early Grade Reading Assessment 
(EGRA), an assessment tool that measures 
learners’ technical reading skills, including 
letter-sound awareness, oral reading fl uency 
and comprehension. By using this tool, we 
hope to help teachers make better selections 
for the programme, and be better able to 
monitor our eff ectiveness. The tests will also 
help us to identify the specifi c challenges in 
literacy development for the various groups, 
and provide a tool we can use to support 
teachers more eff ectively in this area.

 If schools are unwilling to adopt and make 
use of the isiXhosa EGRA, this could become a 
community-based accountability tool driven by 
the Nobalisas, similar to the community-testing 
used by Uwezo in East Africa (www.uwezo.net) 
and Pratham in India (www.pratham.org).

 We’re developing a training curriculum that 
would cover the literacy skills and personal 
development aspects previously mentioned. 
Further, we are developing isiXhosa materials 
and resources that we would make available for 
others interested in this model.

Development of a model for ‘Community 
Education Workers’

We see potential for the use of this model as 
part of the Expanded Public Works Programme, 
whereby Nobalisas could serve as the inspiration 
for a network of community education workers. 
Just as community health workers “play a crucial 
role in broadening access and coverage of health 
services in remote areas, and can undertake 
actions that lead to improved health outcomes”3, 

we believe a network of community storytellers 
can broaden children and caregivers’ access to 
and engagement with stories and reading – not 
just to improve literacy and learning outcomes 
in children, but help drive a culture of reading for 
pleasure in the community and surrounding areas.

3 World Health Organisation. 2007. Community health workers: What do we know about 

them? The state of the evidence on programmes, activities, costs and impact on health 

outcomes of using community health workers. Policy Brief (January 2007). Available at: 

http://www.who.int/hrh/documents/community_health_workers_brief.pdf
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