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Concern about low levels of literacy in South Africa1,
in the past, has been the catalyst for a number of
national reading campaigns2. Nal’ibali (“Here’s the
story” in Xhosa), however, is a campaign with a
difference. It starts from the premise that stories
– oral and written – are as important for literacy
development as the more technical aspects of
learning to sound or spell out words, write neatly
and do grammar. It argues this on the grounds
that children who are immersed in well-told stories
develop a rich storehouse of language, imagination
and vocabulary and are more motivated to read.
Co-ordinated by PRAESA, a Cape Town based
NGO concerned with literacy and multilingualism,
Nal’ibali is intergenerational in thrust, offering
support for caregivers, volunteers and communities
to root the habit of reading and writing into
children’s daily lives. Most importantly, it promotes
reading in African languages and in English in
a country where most children have to learn in
a language they do not yet understand and that
teachers often do not know well.
Nal’ibali has three core components: an
awareness and advocacy media campaign; faceto-face mentoring and training; and content
development (mainly in the form of multilingual
stories for children and information on literacy).
A core element of the latter aspect of our work
is the development of a bilingual reading-forenjoyment supplement which we have been
1 Grade 3 learners performed at an average of 35% in literacy and 28% in numeracy in
a recent national study. SA: Department of Basic Education Annual National Assessments
2011. http://www.education.gov.za/Curriculum/AnnualNationalAssessment/tabid/424/
Default.aspx
2 See for instance, Read South Africa, Masifunde Sonke

producing in partnership with Times Media since
2012. Recently, we took a closer look at how
supplements are being received and used3. In
this learning brief, we share some of the analysis
of the supplement content and related Nal’ibali
promotional materials and reports; observation of
how the supplements were being used in reading
clubs across the country; and insights gained
through interviews with people involved in the
funding, production, promotion and distribution
of the supplements. We hope that by sharing our
journey - and some of our challenges – we might
inspire individuals and organisations across South
Africa to think about how literacy development is
embedded into our everyday lives and to seek out
and use the supplements creatively in their own
projects, schools and homes.

Scaffolding reading for enjoyment
Nal’ibali was officially launched in June 2012. By
May 2014, 67 editions of our bilingual readingfor-enjoyment supplement had been produced,
with almost 16 million copies inserted weekly
into newspapers in five provinces (see Table 1).
Supplements were also delivered directly to
reading clubs (343 clubs in May 2014) across the
country. Since the launch of the campaign, we
have focused on growing our capacity to publish
in more languages other than English/Xhosa and
English/Zulu. From July 2013, we also publish in
English/Sesotho and English/Afrikaans4, and we
plan to add English/Sepedi from 2015.
3 see full report by Viv Edwards at http://www.praesa.org.za/nalibali-research-briefing3-telling-tales-the-story-of-the-nalibali-reading-for-enjoyment-supplements
4 The English/Afrikaans supplement is currently being distributed to reading clubs only.
We are currently exploring opportunities for partnerships with Afrikaans newspapers.
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Table 1: Language of the supplements by
newspapers and provinces
Languages

Newspaper

Province

English/Xhosa

Sunday Times Express

Western Cape

English/Xhosa

The Herald

Eastern Cape

English/Xhosa

Daily Dispatch

Eastern Cape

English/Zulu

Sunday World

Gauteng

English/Zulu

Sunday World

KZN

English/Sesotho

Sunday World

Free State

learning opportunities for all children. Our two
main audiences of the supplements are, therefore,
adult readers of the Times Media newspapers
(subscribers and people who buy street copies)
as well as the adults involved in reading clubs and
other child or teen-focused organisations such as
literacy projects, crèches, schools, libraries and
clinics.

What’s inside?
The Cut-out-and-keep Stories

What do we want the supplement to do?
The supplement sets out to address two major
concerns for education in South Africa. The first
is the dearth of reading-for-enjoyment materials
for children in African languages, necessary for
effective mother tongue based bilingual learning,
hence the publication of all supplement content
in bilingual language pairs. The second relates
to the need to move away from approaches to
the teaching of reading that stress technical
issues at the expense of reading for enjoyment.
Providing the supplement thus supports the
creation of appropriate formal and informal

Most supplements contain two stories: a cut-outand-keep storybook as well as a read-aloud Story
Corner story.
The cut-out-and-keep fourteen page storybook
is an important part of what happens in reading
clubs. The actual making-up of a book is an
activity that varies from location to location. When
volunteer help is available, books are sometimes
assembled before distributing to children;
sometimes, older children at reading clubs are
involved in the process. Similarly, younger children
in Early Childhood Development (ECD) Centres are
sometimes given the folded pages and are then
tasked with cutting out to make the finished book.
In most cases, however, children both fold and cut.
Their engagement with the process has definitely
proven to be an unforeseen benefit. The total
absorption of children can regularly be observed as
they make books. Once assembled, the books are
used in a wide variety of ways: more experienced
readers are paired with less experienced ones;
some children read on their own; an adult reads
the story; the children take them home.

What is our challenge?
Supplement space is an important constraint: the majority of
the cut-out stories are targeted at children of primary school
age, with less material for very young or teenage readers.
As part of a deliberate effort to redress this imbalance, the
supplements carry stories for older readers at least three
times a year. Also, at regular intervals, stories for very young
children are featured as cut-out-and-keep stories.

The Story Corner Stories
These stories were specifically intended to
encourage adults to bring stories alive for
children and in this way, help them develop a rich
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imagination and motivation to read. We regularly
see that reading aloud is a major challenge, as this
is not seen widely to be critical for teaching reading.
More commonly it is understood that adults read
a picture story (with text) to children that the
children will then try to read for themselves. The
impetus is to teach/learn HOW to read, rather than
to bring a story alive for children. So this is a new
challenge for many – and most adults are not yet
comfortable or adept at reading aloud.
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In a society where books are in short supply and
reading for pleasure is not an everyday practice,
these additional features aim to reinforce the
importance of sharing books with children. They
enhance the status of the people in the spotlight
and have the potential to motivate others who
are ‘just like them’. By the same token, they offer
a valuable opportunity for Nal’ibali to strengthen
links with partner organisations, communities and
volunteers by showcasing the efforts of others,
with Nal’ibali serving as an umbrella for national
reading-for-enjoyment efforts.

What is our challenge?

What is our challenge?
Most stories have to be commissioned. Because there are
two language versions, each story is limited to roughly 350
words. To address the issue of limited space we spread stories
across two supplements. This holds the obvious challenge of
discontinuity when distribution problems delay the delivery
of the two parts of the story, or when a child is present for one
part of the story but not the other. Another concern is that the
break between parts tends to be determined more by space
than literary quality, i.e. Part 1 seldom ends on a cliffhanger.

Practical advice and ideas for individuals and
reading clubs
Also included in the supplement is practical advice
and ideas in a front page feature called Get Story
Active, which offers activity ideas for the cut-outand-keep book; an inspirational piece on the work
of a selected Story Star; and a Reading Club Corner,
which offers specific support to reading clubs. The
guiding principle for the content and the feel of
these additional features is to model (rather than
preach) good language and literacy practices in a
way that leaves the adult reader feeling ‘Hey, I can
do this!’

The impact of the additional features is inevitably difficult
to observe and assess, but anecdotal evidence suggest that
the initial focus of volunteers at reading clubs was more
on the stories than the other content. We have, therefore,
placed greater emphasis on making full use of supplements
in training during Year Two of the project which may be
shifting this trend. Reading Club Corner is reinforced by SMS
alerts, sent to leaders in clubs supported by PRAESA, about
the stories due to appear in the next supplement and ideas
for activities they can build around these stories. Our Face-toFace Programmes Team also specifically draws attention to
the useful tips, advice and activities in the features. Finally,
the Story Stars feature showcases the achievements of a
wide range of people involved in books and stories and are
designed to inspire others in their participation and practice.

Overall, the formulaic structure of what is included
in the supplement has made it possible to produce
a newspaper insert to a weekly newspaper
deadline. Back copies of the supplement are
available electronically to download and print from
the Nal’ibali website. In addition, we launched a
mobisite in 2013; the Story Corner stories can now
be downloaded for viewing on smart and feature
phones. The mobisite feature is proving to be very
popular and is attracting even more engagement
than our main Nal’ibali website. The 11 095 visits
in the first six months indicate the importance and
success of tailoring platforms to the local audience.
Another indicator of the popularity of the mobisite
is the average length of each visit: for the period
January to June 2014, for instance, visitors spent
seven minutes and 19 seconds on each mobisite
visit, as opposed to four minutes and 54 seconds
per session on the main website. The fact that most
visits are from returning visitors underlines the
rapid development of a virtual community.
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What are we learning?
A key objective of the campaign – to increase
accessibility of African language stories – has
quite clearly been achieved for those who get the
supplement. The stories included in the supplement
are intended to be an ongoing and sustainable
resource. With a growing backlist, it is possible,
for instance, to start considering which stories
work best in training and why. If someone uses the
supplement properly, it means that every week
they get to know a new story, and they become
more discerning, book by book, about what they
like and what works well for which children. People
then start having a store of material that they can
recommend to others. But, not surprisingly, we are
having to confront some difficult issues:
Quantity AND quality
A major challenge is how to make the supplement
affordable and accessible for the huge number of
people who still do not receive it. At the same time,
we recognise that while receiving supplements is
necessary, it is not sufficient: use of the supplement
cannot be guaranteed. It is for this reason that we
believe training and mentoring to be important as
it inspires appreciation and action. Beyond this,
sustaining regular action becomes the challenge
- and use of the supplement makes this possible.
The question of which stories to offer becomes
increasingly relevant as people engage more with
stories and begin to discuss them. A major criterion
for selection has obviously been availability.
South African publishers partner with Nal’ibali to
showcase their stories which are then abridged,
translated where necessary, edited, designed and
proof read, to ensure a quality product. Production
of the supplement is a highly complex and finely
tuned operation which requires a lead-in of up to
nine weeks before each supplement.
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In a similar vein, a church organisation setting up
a network of reading clubs with the support of
The Shine Centre6 has specified that they want
English to be both the language of training for
the volunteers and the language of interaction
in the club. The reality, however, is that English is
not the first language of most South Africans, and
many people, including teachers, operate far more
effectively in their home language.7 Observation
of the ways in which the supplements are used
suggests a range of language practice. At one end
of the continuum, an ECD Centre Reading Club
made exclusive use of the Xhosa text of the stories.
At another reading club, children cross-checked
between the two language versions to establish
the Xhosa version of an unfamiliar English word;
this is clearly a strategy to be encouraged. In the
same reading club, a 12-year-old Xhosa speaking
girl whose schooling has, to date, been exclusively
in English, used the reverse strategy to decode the
Xhosa text. The bilingual supplement makes such
explorations possible.
The recently announced Department of Basic
Education plan for the incremental introduction
of African languages in all South African schools
is likely to create a further use for bilingual stories:
children learning African languages as second
languages will have an urgent need for appropriate
reading materials8.
Distribution
The insertion of the supplements into newspapers,
which is organised by Times Media, is relatively
straightforward. In contrast, delivery of the
supplements to registered reading clubs in the
Nal’ibali network, outsourced by Times Media in
keeping with the principles of Black Economic
Empowerment, is a complex operation. A great
challenge concerns delivery to rural areas where
the roads are bad, some reading clubs do not have
postal addresses and for outsiders, navigating

Reading in two languages
The widespread ambivalence around the use of
African languages in education is well documented.5
English remains the language of high status and
social mobility and, as a 12-year-old boy at one of
the reading clubs comments, “If you don’t want to
be a street sweeper, you need to speak English”.
5 Alidou, H., Boly, A., Brock-Utne, B., Diallo, Y.S., Heugh, K., & Wolff, H.E. (2006)
Optimizing learning and education in Africa – the language factor: A stock-taking research
on mother tongue and bilingual education in sub-Saharan Africa. http://www.adeanet.org/
adeaPortal/adea/downloadcenter/Ouga/B3_1_MTBLE_en.pdf
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6 www.theshinecentre.org.za
7 A case in point was an ECD teacher who asked for a Xhosa-speaking member of the
Nal’ibali team to interpret when being interviewed for the report that this learning brief is
based on.
8 This policy responds to the failure of the education system to respond to legislative
mandates and, in particular, the 1997 Language in Education Policy which compels the
Education Department to: promote multilingualism; develop the official South African
languages equitably; to foster respect for all languages used in the country; counter
disadvantages resulting from different kinds of mismatches between home languages
and languages of learning and teaching; develop programmes for the redress of previously
disadvantaged languages. Joshua, J. (2013) Incremental Introduction of African languages
(IIAL) in all South African Schools. 10th Language and Development Conference, Cape Town
13–15 October.
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many townships is difficult. Attempts to solve these
issues have been time-consuming and frustrating
for all parties – Times Media, the distributors, the
Nal’ibali team and the reading clubs affected.
One of the medium-term strategies for addressing
distribution problems is to partner with libraries so
that they become distribution points, something
of a logistical challenge in itself. In an attempt to
coordinate regional drop-offs, we have approached
the Department of Arts and Culture; spoken to the
heads of all provincial libraries; and addressed
meetings of Free State, Gauteng, Western Cape
and KwaZulu-Natal librarians. Although there are
outstanding examples of partnerships between
Nal’ibali, certain regional initiatives and individual
libraries, much work remains. The key to success
would appear to be in strengthening relationships
on the ground between the libraries and the
reading clubs. Nal’ibali has now prioritised a series
of awareness-raising activities: explaining to library
staff why they are receiving the supplements,
encouraging them to start reading clubs in their
libraries, and finding ways to keep supporting
these. Local buy-in is essential for success: without
it, the supplements are likely to sit on shelves or
under tables.

Where to next?
Each week just over 200 000 copies of Nal’ibali
supplements are reaching readers (through street
sales as well as to newspaper subscribers) and
reading clubs across five provinces. This translates
into a large following of readers, very many of
whom, we think, would not normally engage in

activities around reading with children, who now
look forward to receiving the next supplement,
and are using it in many different ways. As part of
a campaign that combines stories, information and
activities with face-to-face training and support
for reading clubs, it speaks to peoples’ hearts and
minds and avoids the overly prescriptive messages
associated with many less successful campaigns.
The teething problems associated with distribution
of the supplements to reading clubs are likely
to take some time to resolve. Issues related to
extending reach, possibly through insertion in
community newspapers, also need close attention.
Emerging partnerships with libraries point to a
possible way forward, but building the strong
relationships that ensure the local buy-in necessary
for success takes time.
For PRAESA, user response is an important indicator
of engagement. Comments made during Nal’ibali
training are a useful source of information on how
the stories are received in reading clubs. These
usually focus on stories that have worked well with
people re-telling a story that they enjoyed without
always remembering the title. The fact remains
that only confident readers and writers are likely to
respond to invitations to comment on Facebook or
our website and, as members of the Nal’ibali team
point out, many of those involved in reading clubs
lack confidence or may be nervous about how
their spelling, grammar and pronunciation will
be perceived. We need to remain committed to
building this confidence in parents and caregivers
so that we can turn this around.

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

Web:
Mobile:
Facebook:
Twitter:

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

www.nalibali.org
www.nalibali.mobi
nalibaliSA
@nalibaliSA
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