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The FunDza Literacy Trust, established in April 
2011, aims to get young South Africans – between 
the ages of 13-25 years – reading for pleasure.  
FunDza’s main programme, Growing Communities 
of Readers, disseminates high-interest, locally-
generated content that can be accessed via 
cellphones.

The rationale for this project is straightforward; our 
approach:

removes some of the barriers to reading – such 
as the high cost of books in South Africa;
creates popular reading material that resonates 
strongly with the actual issues that many young 
people in South Africa face;
leverages mobile technology – with its high 
reach into the youth market – to deliver reading 
content;
inspires young people to write stories about 
their own lives and choices; and
uses social media techniques to grow the 
platform organically.

What is less straightforward, is determining 
whether the Growing Communities of Readers 
Programme (GCRP) is actually making the 
diff erence that it set out to achieve: getting young 
South Africans reading. 

This learning brief is an eff ort to share our fi rst 
steps in evaluating our programme.  It builds on 
our previous learning brief, published in the 7th 
issue of DGMT’s Hands-On Learning publication 
in May 20131, in which we framed several key 
considerations in conceptualising an evaluation 
design, when the concept of reading for pleasure 

1  Available at www.dgmt.co.za

is in itself, very complex.  

Being clear about our Programme Theory

To support a culture of reading, the GCRP has three 
main elements:

Commission, create and publish local content 
that we believe will have a high appeal for young 
adults2. Each week, we commission a Southern 
African writer to produce a 7-chapter short 
story. Each chapter (around 600-1 000 words) 
is released in serialised format, with a new 
chapter appearing each day. This serialisation 
model seeks to draw readers in and hook them 
into coming back each day for more;
Re-publish books, short stories and inspirational 
articles or people profi les, provided by third 
party publishers or writers;

2  Whilst the vast majority of content is in English, FunDza does translate some content 

into other South African languages. Most of FunDza’s content is freely accessible by users.

Evaluating a technology-driven reading for pleasure programme
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 Work with young readers to get their poetry, 
prose or plays edited and showcased on the 
platform. 

We make some assumptions regarding outcomes 
of the above-mentioned programme activities 
for young adult readers. These assumptions 
are refl ected in how we have articulated our 
Programme Theory (or theory of change):

Improving access to reading material via their 
mobile phones will enable young people with 
few pre-existing reading resources to read more. 
This, in turn, would increase their interest in 
reading, their enjoyment of the activity, and the 
confi dence they have in reading. This would then 
reinforce and strengthen their reading ability.

This can be represented as a virtuous circle, as 
depicted in Figure 1 below.

Identifying Outcomes of Interest

Given how we articulated our programme 
theory, we realised that we actually have multiple 
outcomes of interest.  In addition to building 
reading for pleasure amongst young adult readers, 
we also aim to improve their:

 access to books or reading content;
 language acquisition; and
 literacy achievement and confi dence.

Formulating specifi c evaluation questions

Articulating our programme theory has been 
hugely valuable in that it has allowed us to carefully 
refl ect on how our outcomes of interest are meant 
to work together.  This has been particularly useful 
for the formulation of our two main evaluation 
questions:

 Is the GCRP reaching a signifi cant number of its 
intended recipients? 

 Does access to this programme have a positive 
impact on frequency of reading?

What data are we collecting at programme 
level?

The fantastic thing about using a technology 
platform as a delivery mechanism for a social 
project is that it generates large amounts of data: 
one can measure – within reason – who is accessing 
what, when and through what type of device. 
But, a major drawback is that one is only able to 
measure what one sees via this platform – rather 
than observe real-time, real-life behaviour on an 
intimate and indepth level.

FunDza’s ‘mobi network’ (found at http://fundza.
mobi) is accessible via any device with an internet 
connection, including cellphones, tablets and 
computers. All our content is also available via a 
Mxit app. Mxit is a South African social network 
that is used by approximately 7-million South 
Africans on a monthly basis. Importantly, Mxit is a 
free instant messaging application that works on 
3 500+ phone types. This means that we are able to 
reach individuals in poorer communities whom we 
assume, are also ‘book-poor’. We monitor usage of 
our mobi network via Google Analytics, as well as a 
logging system that operates on the Mxit App. This 
gives us a broad overview of usage of all activity 
on the network, with respect to gender, age and, in 
some cases, the location of the reader. 

Our network also includes a responsive element 
which allows readers to comment on stories. 
Discussion questions at the end of chapters 
encourage readers to engage with the story 
and refl ect on a particular story’s themes.  This, 
in addition to ad hoc surveys that we are able to 
conduct via Mxit, allows us to gain deeper insight 
into the reading preferences and behaviour of our 
readers.

Figure 1: Programme theory - Growing 
Communities of Readers Programme
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Our evaluation approach

In order to answer our two evaluation questions – 
whether the programme was reaching a signifi cant 
number of its intended participants and whether 
it was inspiring those reached to read more – we, 
together with researchers from UCT’s Monitoring 
and Evaluation Unit, noted that 
1. our readers have to take the initiative to access 

FunDza’s content – they are not compelled to 
do so. Thus, continued and frequent access 
of the programme indicates a self-motivated 
desire to be connected to FunDza.

2. Secondly, we do not aim to be the sole source 
of reading content for all new and dedicated 
readers. Rather, we aim to spark an interest 
in reading and, hopefully, a lifelong love of 
reading. Thus, the amount of reading that 
takes place outside the programme, whilst 
diffi  cult to measure, is an important indicator 
of programme success. 

In April 2013, we conducted a short survey of 
readers accessing the Mxit app. The questions were 
designed to establish baseline data on reading 
habits, coupled with current access to reading 
material, either at home or through a library. 
Additional questions looked at the extent to which 
readers were participating in the GCRP, thereby 
focusing on patterns in reading frequency. This 
survey data, from 2 857 respondents, was used in 
our evaluation.

We also had 245 log fi les, containing roughly 
10-million records of usage on the Mxit app, for the 
period February to October 2013. These log fi les 
recorded daily activity, using a user’s Mxit ID. From 
this data, we were able to determine the number of 
individual words on a page providing an estimate of 
the amount of reading material actually accessed. 
We compared this information with the survey 
responses, and were thus able to independently 
verify the information given by each person who 
completed the survey with respect to the extent to 
which they had actually participated in the GCRP.

Between November 2013 to February 2014 two 
further surveys were conducted. These targeted 
new FunDza readers only. The purpose of these 
surveys was to try to get a relatively accurate 
baseline fi gure of the reading behaviour of users 
that had not been exposed to our programme for 

any length of time (the ‘before’ questionnaire) and 
to get an indication of whether – at the end of the 
period – there was any measurable improvement 
in reading frequency (via a comparison of the 
answers to the ‘after’ questionnaire).

What have we learnt?

FunDza’s readership: Since FunDza launched its 
mobi network in 2011, it has grown from 3 000 to 
roughly 50  000 monthly readers. We can see that 
readership increases over holiday periods – in the 
month of December 2013 alone, there were almost 
75 000 unique users.

The majority of readers (81%) appear to be within 
the target age range of 13-25 years, with the 
average age being 20 years. FunDza does seem 
to attract some already dedicated readers: 53% of 
readers of the fi rst survey reported reading books 
or stories regularly – while 47% reported that they 
hardly ever - or never - read books.

Access to other reading resources: More than half 
of the fi rst survey respondents had some access 
to books, either at home (63% had access to 10 
or more books at home) or through a library (69% 
reported visiting a library). But, this does not 
indicate a particularly ‘book-rich’ environment: 
37% reported that they had less than 10 books at 
home and 86% less than 50. A number of studies 
have shown that the number of books at home 
is an important predictor of reading enjoyment3. 

3  Stalpers, C. (2007). Het verhaal achter de lezer: Een empirisch onderzoek naar 

variabelen die verschillen in leesgedrag verklaren. Delft: Uitgeverij Eburon.
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The DG Murray Trust encourages its implementing partners to 
share their experiences and learning in the form of a Hands-on 
learning brief. Download guidelines on writing a 
Hands-on brief from http://www.dgmt.co.za/what-we-learned/
For more information visit http://www.dgmt.co.za
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But, while children from poorer households often 
have fewer books at home, they also often access 
books through libraries. Roughly 40% reported 
that what they read most frequently was stories on 
their cellphones (as opposed to books, magazines 
or newspapers). This is unsurprising, given that 
respondents were already participating in FunDza’s 
programme. 

Accessing FunDza’s reading resources: Between 
February and October 2013, 65 000 readers (within 
our target age group) accessed the site and the Mxit 
app, and read a minimum of 65 characters during 
their visits. Half of these readers had visited the 
site seven times or more. More than half (33 000) 
clicked on the equivalent of 75 pages of reading 
material. The top 25% of readers, in terms of how 
frequently they visited the site, visited the site 39 
times or more. 

Increased frequency in reading and increased time 
spent reading: We were specifi cally interested in 
whether or not having access to reading resources 
at home or in the community motivates greater 
usage of our site.  Our assumption was that if it 
did, it would indicate that readers who are already 
active readers – because they have access to 
reading resources - are visiting FunDza more often 
than those who have generally not been active 
readers. We found that this was not the case. Visits 
to FunDza do not depend on previous access to 
resources at home or in the community for the 
young people who choose to come back to the site.  
FunDza’s usage, therefore, seems to be uniquely 

related to increased reading behaviour.

Conclusion

This evaluation has been an important step in 
confi rming that reading on cellphones via FunDza’s 
Growing Communities of Readers programme is 
reaching FunDza’s main target audience and that 
it is encouraging readers to read more frequently.  
The evaluation process has also uncovered 
additional questions that we need to answer.  We 
have noted that 75% of our readers are female. We 
are currently exploring what boys and young men 
are reading, to try to determine what content we 
need to develop that will appeal to them.

In addition, we have noted that while there are a 
large number of infrequent visitors, there is also a 
small percentage of very ‘big’ readers. The top 25% 
of our readers read approximately 220 pages of A4 
text within the February to October 2013 period. 
We would like to determine what motivates certain 
readers to become ‘big readers’ and fi nd out what 
their specifi c characteristics might be.

Finally, part of our goal is to fi nd ways that will 
encourage organic growth of the platform, i.e. to 
get committed readers to introduce FunDza to their 
family, fr iends and community. We have added 
a sharing tool to our Mxit app to encourage our 
readers to share what they are reading with others. 
We are keen to fi nd out who our big sharers are and 
to see how we can capitalise on this behaviour to 
organically grow new communities of readers.

This learning brief tells of the hands-on experience of:

Tel:  +27 21 709 0688
Web:  www.fundza.co.za
 www.fundza.mobi

Physical address: 

85 Main Road, Muizenberg
Cape Town, 7945
Western Cape, South Africa


