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Executive summary
The scope of the report
The Culture of Reading Project is a key programme of the Early Literacy
Unit of the Project for the Study of Alternative Education in South Africa
(PRAESA). This report, prepared by Professor Viv Edwards, Director of the
National Centre for Language and Literacy at the University of Reading,
UK, is based on:
ß an analysis of reports to the funding partners, the publications arising
from the project, and correspondence with PRAESA from users of the
materials,
ß interviews with PRAESA staff, representatives of partner organizations
and ‘Reading Moms’ who act as volunteers in schools, and
ß an observation of a Reading Club for children in a Cape Town township
that has grown out of the programme.
Three main aims were identified at the outset of the programme:
1�to stimulate the production of high quality, multilingual materials for
children,
2�to develop allegiances with other similarly minded individuals and
organizations, and
3�to initiate activities which help promote a culture of reading as
opportunities arose.
These aims form the base line against which the project has been
evaluated.

The main findings
The realization of the need for African language reading materials for
children grew out of experimental work in the 1990s to encourage teachers
to read to and with the children.
PRAESA has produced – on occasions as sole publisher but mainly in
collaboration with other publishers – English, Afrikaans and isiXhosa
versions of some 40 books for children of all ages. Its efforts now
extend well beyond South Africa. Since 2004 it has taken the lead in the
development of a pan-African network which has already collaborated on
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the production in 10 different countries of a pack of 16 Little Hands books
in 24 different language versions; work is under way on three anthologies
of stories with an ever widening range of languages and co-publishers.
Selection by organizations such as IBBY South Africa and inclusion in
initiatives such as the Western Cape Education Department’s 100 books in
every classroom point to the quality and relevance of PRAESA publications.
Feedback from reading volunteers and others who use the books provides
still further confirmation of their usefulness.
The PRAESA Early Literacy Unit has developed strong allegiances with a
number of key individuals and organizations that share their vision. The
most important of these is the publishing industry. PRAESA has been able
to offer direct support for African language publishing by using donor
money to buy into print runs, and indirect support by helping to create new
markets. It has also offered support in nurturing writers and illustrators,
and in setting standards in relation to both the origination of stories in
African languages, and translation. These time-consuming interventions
have served as a form of quality control which publishers are unlikely to
have achieved working in isolation.
PRAESA is well aware of the problems associated with book distribution
and has taken all reasonable steps to ensure that books reach the children
for whom they are intended by working closely with both Education
Departments and with Biblionef, a book distribution NGO which
carefully monitors how its books are used. There has also been a useful
synergy between PRAESA and these distribution partners. Collaboration
between PRAESA and Biblionef, for instance, has strengthened the NGO’s
commitment to African language publishing. And since 2001 PRAESA has
played a central role in the training of teachers, trainers, trainers of trainers,
and officials for the move to mother-tongue based education in the schools
of the Western Cape.
Finally, PRAESA staff have initiated two outreach activities clubs which
help promote a culture of reading: one in an Afrikaans-speaking area of
Cape Town, and the other in the township of Langa. These initiatives are
small scale and face a number of organizational challenges. Both schemes,
however, offer a useful model from which others can learn and move
forward.
The Culture of Reading Project grew out of the work of PRAESA over the
previous decade; the work undertaken during its lifetime has laid strong
foundations for the ongoing work of PRAESA. The achievements of the
project are substantial. At a time when most publishers were willing to
invest only in European languages and little attention was being paid to
early years education, the decision to develop African languages materials



suggests that the PRAESA team was not averse to risk. The strategies
adopted, however, were underpinned by a clearly articulated political
and pedagogical understanding of the strategies most likely to improve
educational outcomes.
While PRAESA is small, its influence has been disproportionately large.
A major strength has been the determination of PRAESA to act as a
catalyst for change, demonstrating what needs to be done, and developing
models for others to build on. PRAESA and like-minded individuals and
organizations have lobbied successfully for attention to be paid to the
evidence of international research on both the teaching of reading and
writing and bilingual education. The importance of a culture of reading is
now firmly embedded in educational policy, as, too, is the assumption that
children need to access stories in all the official languages of South Africa.
The implementation of the mother-tongue based bilingual education policy
in the Western Cape, in turn, is acting as a stimulus for African language
publishing to which growing numbers of publishers are responding.
As measured against the initial aims, the Culture of Reading Project is an
unqualified success. The vision and dedication of its staff have led to a
number of exciting outcomes. Some of these are highly tangible, in the
form of high quality books for children in a wide range of African languages.
Others, such as influencing the educational domain to recognize the role of
story reading for literacy learning and development, the support offered to
publishers and the creation of a market for the books, are more difficult to
measure but equally important.
The main obstacles to future progress for PRAESA are capacity and
sustainability. Because of its holistic approach, it is committed to working
in many different areas at the same time. There are therefore issues both
of capacity for the current members of the team and of the availability of
additional staff with the requisite skills and experience. Expansion also
depends on ongoing, long-term funding. The PRAESA view of the future is,
however, resolutely optimistic.
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Evolution of project
The Culture of Reading Project, funded by the Royal Netherlands Embassy
(RNE), took place between 2002 and 2005. It would be misleading, however,
to think of this as a project with clear start and end points. ‘The Culture of
Reading’ grew out of work which had taken place in PRAESA over much of
the previous decade; by the same token, it sowed the seeds for much of the
ongoing work of PRAESA. In order to evaluate the impact of this project,
we need therefore to take a perspective broader than the three years
funded by the RNE.
The work of PRAESA has taken place in post-apartheid South Africa. Neville
Alexander, the Director, played a key role in the development of the official
language policy, embedded in a constitution which affords equal status to
English and ten African languages. He has continued to make important
contributions to the debate on the African Renaissance, an important
part of the post-apartheid intellectual agenda popularized by President
Thabo Mbeki, which calls on African people and nations to solve the many
problems troubling the continent.1 Other senior members of the PRAESA
team have, in their own sectors, played equally decisive roles in setting
the formulation of policy and implementation strategies as well as setting
research agendas for the next decade.
While there has been some frustration at the speed with which this policy
has been implemented in the 14 years since the election of the first ANCcontrolled government, 2 there are nonetheless signs of progress, not least
of which the decision of the Western Cape Education Department to
implement as from 2004–2005 a policy of mother-tongue based bilingual
education in Grades R–6 in all primary schools of the Western Cape
Province.3 This development also needs to be seen in the context of an
Africa-wide recognition of bilingual education as an essential condition
for individual and societal development, for increasing productivity and
international competitiveness, and for narrowing the gap between poor
and rich. 4



1

See, for instance,
Alexander (2000,
2003)

2

See, for instance,
Kamwangamalu
(2000)

3

See, for instance,
Alexander (2000,
2003)

4

See, for instance,
Kamwangamalu
(2000)

The Early Literacy Unit at PRAESA
When Carole Bloch, the co-ordinator of the Early Literacy Unit at
PRAESA, returned to South Africa from the UK in 1992, she was struck
by the lack of interest in early childhood literacy education and the
failure to recognize the role which stories play in helping children learn
to read and write. The South Africa school system at this time was
built around textbooks; most children’s access to the printed word was
limited to the classroom; and literacy was seen as the acquisition of a
set of skills through decontextualized exercises.5
The early work focused on the multilingual Battswood Primary
school, where Carole Bloch and an isiXhosa-speaking teacher from
PRAESA, Ntombizanele Mahobe, experimented with approaches such
as emergent literacy, whole language, and free reading, which were
well-established in North America and Europe. Understanding of
these approaches was embryonic at this stage in South Africa. Later, in
2001, the Free Reading in Schools (FRISC) project set out to explore,
document and promote reading for enjoyment in a selection of Cape
Town classrooms.

5

http://wced.wcape.gov.za/
documents/lang_policy/
index_exsum.html

The first problem encountered was the dearth of suitable books. The
‘Culture of Reading’ Project thus grew out of a perceived need for
appropriate materials. As Neville Alexander explained:
The research we were doing in schools got us to a point
where you couldn’t promote any kind of effective
literacy teaching unless you got down and created
conditions for that to happen.
Schools in South Africa, as in other parts of the developing world,
rely heavily – or even exclusively – on textbooks that fail to speak to
children’s prior knowledge and experience or to engage them in ways
which are likely to produce critical readers, motivated to read for
information and pleasure. Carole Bloch describes the situation in the
following terms:
I don’t see why African children shouldn’t learn to read
with storybooks like other children have … and the
developments in teaching that are enhanced by using
books like that. We want that kind of modern literacy
for African children.
In the intervening years, official policy on the teaching of reading has
shifted from the traditional skills-based models. Although Carole
Bloch was expressing a minority view in 1992, the need to promote a
culture of reading is now widely accepted. For instance, at the launch
of the 2007 Readathon, Naledi Pandor, the Minister for Education,
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drew attention to the 10,000 primary schools which, between 2004 and
2007, had been supplied with story books to establish classroom libraries. 6
She also highlighted the Drop all and Read campaign which encourages
principals to set aside a specific reading period at school.
Another area where PRAESA has shown leadership is in its insistence
on access to reading materials in children’s first languages. In the early
1990s other literacy organizations were still focusing exclusively on
promoting literacy in English. PRAESA, in contrast, believed that in order
to promote a culture of reading, children needed materials they could feel
comfortable with. Today, these arguments are widely accepted and there
is unambiguous official support for publishing in African languages. The
vision of the Centre for the Book, part of the Ministry of Arts and Culture,
is to ‘promote the writing, publishing, reading, marketing and distribution
of South African books in all South African languages in order to develop
a truly South African literary culture’.7 Campaigns such as the 100 books in
every classroom, supplying books not only in English and Afrikaans but all
the official languages, reinforce this message. Initiatives of this kind have
served as a catalyst for African language publishing, encouraging those
already active in this area by providing an important market for their books,
and giving those who have not previously considered this area reasons to
reconsider.
‘The Culture of Reading’ Project thus grew out of the personal convictions
of the PRAESA team, which over time, have both influenced and coincided
with official policy concerning the teaching of literacy and the use of
African languages. For example, Neville Alexander chaired the Language
Plan Task Group (LANGTAG, 1996) which contributed directly to the
Language in Education Policy 1997 and Carole Bloch wrote a position paper
on early literacy, multilingualism and early childhood for the Education
Sub-Committee of LANGTAG. The proposal for the project similarly met
the criteria of the funding partners, the Royal Netherlands Embassy (RNE),
who wanted a project which would work as an agent for change. To achieve
that aim, there was an expectation that the project should be closely linked
to the work of the Department of Education.

The Culture of Reading Project: the aims assessed
In a country where most people are privy to a rich and highly developed
oral culture but have limited exposure to the written word, the challenge is
to promote reading as enjoyable and relevant. This entails a move beyond
the skills-based approach to literacy, which has been the dominant model
in schools throughout the continent, using new pedagogies and most
important, new materials which embody these pedagogies.
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7

See, for instance,
ADEA et al. (2005);
Baldauf & Kaplan
(2004); Brock-Utne
& Hopson (2005)

For a discussion
of these and
similar issues in
an international
context, see
Australian
Government (2005)

Three broad aims were agreed at the outset of the project:
ß to stimulate the production of high quality, multilingual materials for
children
ß to develop allegiances with other similarly minded individuals and
organizations
ß to initiate activities which help promote a culture of reading as
opportunities arose.
These three aims are the base line against which the project will be
evaluated.
The discussion which follows is based on:
ß document analysis of reports to the funding partners, the publications
arising from the project, and correspondence with PRAESA from users of
the materials
ß individual and group interviews with PRAESA staff (Neville Alexander,
Director of PRAESA; Carole Bloch, Co-ordinator of Early Literacy Unit;
Ntombizanele Mahobe, Xolisa Guzula, members of the Early Literacy and
Translation Units)
ß individual interviews with representatives of organizations that have
worked closely with PRAESA (Brian Wafawarowa of New Africa Books;
Arabella Koopman of Shuter & Shooters Publishers; Jean Williams of
Biblionef, SA; Lungi Ngondo, the Official Languages Coordinator for
Grades 1–9 of the Western Cape Education Department)
ß a group interview with Melanie Zeederberg, a member of the Early
Literacy Unit, and five ‘Reading Moms’ who act as volunteers in
Afrikaans-medium Cape Town schools in the Lotus River area
ß observation at the Vulindlela Reading Club for children in the Langa
township of Cape Town.

Materials development
For PRAESA, the realization of the need for African language reading
materials for children grew out of the experimental work in the 1990s
at Battswood Primary School to encourage teachers to read to and with
the children in both mother tongue (isiXhosa or Afrikaans) and English.
However, it was not possible to promote reading for pleasure when there
was so little material for the children to read.
Two main problems emerged at an early stage: appropriateness of
content and quality of translation. A major, ongoing challenge for authors
and publishers is the cultural appropriateness of the material they are
producing. All of the materials available at the start of the project were
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12

ºº

PRAESA/New Africa Books:
New African Fiction
PRAESA/Bakermat

PRAESA/New Africa Books:
Siyagruva
PRAESA/New Africa Books/
GALA
PRAESA/New Africa Books
PRAESA/New Africa Books:
New Africa Education
PRAESA/New Africa Books
PRAESA Training videos

Knowing you, knowing me

Divine dump dancer, In the fast lane, Mom’s taxi

Balancing Act: Gay Youth and Lesbians speak out

Racism Explained to My Daughter

Illustrated Multilingual Science and Technology
Dictionary

I am an African

Feeling at Home with Literacy, Sink or Swim,
Building story bridges to literacy

English, Afrikaans, isXhosa,
Sotho, French, English

English, isiXhosa, Afrikaans

English, isiXhosa, Afrikaans

English, Afrikaans, Xhosa,
Siswati

English, isiXhosa, Afrikaans

English, isiXhosa

isiXhosa, English, Afrikaans,
Dutch

isiXhosa, English, Afrikaans

------

Teens

9–12

Teens

Teens

Teens

9–12

5–12

5–12

Pinocchio

All 11 official languages

PRAESA

Early Learning
Resource Unit

Philani Project

New Africa Books

PRAESA

Co-publisher

PRAESA

New Africa Books

Oxford University
Press

New Africa Books

New Africa Books

New Africa Books

Foyer Intercultural
Education Project,
Bakermat Publishers

New Africa Books

New Africa Books,
UNICEF

Tafelberg

5–12 years New Africa Books

0–8

PRAESA/New Africa Books:
New African Stories

English, Afrikaans and Xhosa

0–10

0-12

Remembering Mommy

PRAESA

6 Rhyme Posters

English, Afrikaans and Xhosa

English, Afrikaans, Xhosa

isiXhosa, IsiNdebele, Siswati, 5–12
isiZulu

PRAESA

Ah Bekutheni (Rhyme and Alphabet) cards

2-6

Tafelberg/PRAESA

PRAESA

8 Bilingual Wise Sayings posters

All 11 official languages,
Kiswahili, French, Arabic,
Amharic, Portuguese^^

Age range
0-6

Madiba Magic

PRAESA: Little Hands
(second collection)

Orange, When it rains, Titilope’s silly game,
Fruit salad, Riddles, Nice and clean, Zebra and
Crocodile, Six Little Beetles

Xhosa, Afrikaans and English

Languages

All 11 official languages

PRAESA: Little Hands (first
collection)

Red, Brown, Yellow, Black and White, Green,
Wheels, Bye Bye Gogo, How Many Dogs, Clever
Busy Bee, Raeez Writes, Where’s Daddy? Let’s
Go! Listen! Two, Little and Big, How Many?ºº

The Shadow, Peggy’s Smile, Brave Little Cat, Father PRAESA/New Africa Books:
Snail, The Colour of Love, Laduma!
New African Stories

Publisher/series

Titles

Table 1: PRAESA publications

The Culture of Reading: an evaluation of a key programme of PRAESA

The titles in bold italics were also included in the second Little Hands collection, and so are available in all the language
indicated there.^^The following languages are ready to print, and agreements are being finalized with publishers and
sponsors: Twi, Mandingo, Cinyanja, Kimwani, Makonde, Emakhuwa, Yao, Kinyarwanda

translations of English language books which tended to speak to the
experience of children in other countries or white urban children in
South Africa. However, if the aim is to promote reading for enjoyment,
children need to feel comfortable with books. There needs to be a
balance, for instance, between books which communicate universal
truths and which appeal to audiences in many different places and
books where readers find people and situations they can identify with.
The second problem concerned the actual translations. The
involvement of isiXhosa-speaking staff at PRAESA made it possible to
identify mistranslations in the text and even discrepancies between
the language of the jacket and the book contents. Given the prestige
of English in South African society, and recognizing the status issues
which were at stake, a policy decision was taken to ensure that the
quality of African language materials was on a par with that of English
and Afrikaans. This policy, of course, applied not only to translation
but to other aspects of production, including the use of full colour.

PRAESA publications
PRAESA publications are produced to a uniformly high standard, as
part of a deliberate policy to ensure that African language stories are
accorded the same status as ones in English. Two factors have helped
to make PRAESA publications more economically viable. The first is
the commitment to different language versions: the larger the print
run, the lower the unit price. The second is the choice of format for
the very popular Little Hands series. It is possible to produce eight
of the 10cm x 10 cm books from one large sheet of paper. PRAESA
publications and co-publications are printed in full colour on good
quality paper which allows no ‘see through’. Many of the themes they
address have universal appeal, for instance, concepts such as colours,
counting and size in the books for very young readers. However, the
illustrations of immediately recognizable characters and situations
clearly situate the stories in Africa. Many of the themes, such as
the loss of a parent through AIDS in Remembering Mommy, a copublication with UNICEF produced for young children dealing with
grief, are also African.
Initially, PRAESA acted as sole publisher. The medium- to long-term
aim, however, was to stimulate African language publishing by working
with commercial publishers. To this end, they have entered into copublishing arrangements with New Africa Books, Oxford University
Press, Cambridge University Press, and Tafelberg. To date, PRAESA has
produced multilingual versions on 39 titles for children of all ages (see

The Culture of Reading: an evaluation of a key programme of PRAESA
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Table 1); three training videos/DVDs, 6 bilingual rhymes posters and a set of
8 bilingual wise sayings posters and cards, bi- and trilingual dictionaries for
natural science, technology and mathematics for use in primary schools.
While PRAESA has contributed to African language publications for
children of all ages, their most significant and sustained contribution
has been in the area of books for the foundation phase (ages from
approximately 5 to 10). Brian Wafawarowa of New Africa Books
commented on this strategy in the following terms:
The foundation phase… That’s where mother tongue
instruction is most relevant, where children have not yet
acquired a second or third language. I think there is a very
serious symbiosis between the need for African languages
and the methods of instruction that are used at that
level. And it’s not a phase that the state has really taken
responsibility for. When you go into model C schools8 you
find that every school has a separate budget contributed
to by parents because state money is not used in that
Grade R phase.

Evaluation of publications
PRAESA staff have attempted to assess the usefulness of their publications
through questionnaires and also through informal feedback from Peter
Meyer, a former head teacher who was involved in the distribution
of publications to Western Cape urban and outlying rural schools.
Limited capacity, however, has meant that there has been no sustained
or systematic attempt to evaluate the PRAESA publications. There
are, however, many indications of the value and appropriateness of the
publications with validation from a number of independent sources.
Several PRAESA publications have won awards or been singled out for
recognition in the world of books. The Ah Bekutheni multilingual rhyme
cards received the Vivian Wilkes Award for illustration; they were also
included in the International Board on Books for Young People (IBBY) list
of ‘Proudly South African 100 Representative Children’s Books’, as were
Remembering Mommy, the Xhosa version of Listen! and the New African
Stories series.
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8

Ex-model C
schools tend to
serve wealthier
populations.

The Reading Moms, interviewed as part of this evaluation, who use the
Little Hands books on a regular basis, also praised the appropriateness of
the content:
The words are very easy. And the colours! The small ones
also learn their colours. It’s something that they are familiar
with so it makes it easy for reading. If they look at the
pictures they actually form their own little story before they
even understand the words. It’s something that is home
based. It’s something that they’re familiar with. In a sense
it makes it more interesting. They see someone like me.
Equally important, they were extremely happy with the children’s response
to the books:
When I go to school on a Thursday and I knock on the door,
the child opens: “Oh! Good morning, teacher! Story time,
story time!” When I take these books for them, I don’t read
it for them, they read it for me… At the end to the story, they
would ask me, “Teacher, may I have one of the little books
to take home?”
Letters received from individuals, library services, NGOs, schools and
others are similarly appreciative. Typical comments include:
I think that the illustrations are excellent. They also present
many possibilities as far as language is concerned.
Deena Bauer, Eversdale Primary School

I have handed the books to a relative who stays with my two
and a half boy… Now my boy has learnt good vocabulary for
colours in Xhosa. This is so interesting because he has not
learnt this vocabulary in English yet.
Aaron Madadasane

I am going to show as many people as possible because I
can see them being well used as second and third language
teaching aids at primary schools.
Tessa Dowling, African Voices (company offering a variety of
services in African languages)

There is also international interest from universities and education
departments in North America and Europe in using the videos for training
purposes:
Thank you for allowing us to share the clip. We have seen the
inspiration with the people we work with when they meet
Ziya, and we also melt and smile each time we see her and
her adorable family.
Carla Herrera, Los Angeles County Office of Education

The Culture of Reading: an evaluation of a key programme of PRAESA

15

The Culture of Reading: an evaluation of a key programme of PRAESA

Allegiances with like-minded individuals and
organizations
The main allegiances forged by PRAESA have been with the publishing
industry, book distributors and education departments.

Support for African publishing
PRAESA has acted as a catalyst for African language publishing in a number
of ways. It has offered financial support by using donor money to buy
into print runs; it has helped to nurture writers and illustrators; and it has
made important contributions to quality control, both in the origination of
stories in African languages and in translation.

The economics of African language publishing
The fundamental problem in South Africa is that, in the absence of both
a culture of reading and disposable income, there is no parent market.
By far the most important purchasers of books are the Departments of
Education. The nine provincial departments are responsible for vetting
materials submitted as part of a tender process. Teachers for Grades R to 9
use departmental funding to make their own selections from an approved
list of books meeting departmental criteria, which vary from one province
to another.
In some provinces, the only materials considered are textbooks and, in all
cases, by far the greatest part of the budget is spent on these. There is,
however, growing interest in what are usually referred to as ‘supplementary
materials’. In addition, the better-resourced Section 21 schools, which, for
the most part, served the white community in apartheid days, buy books
directly from booksellers; these schools, however, represent a tiny segment
of the education market. Public libraries also form a small market for
African language materials for children.
The trade market is the greatest challenge in a country like South Africa
where there is little disposable income to spend on books. The market for
African language books for children is more limited still, hampered by the
perception of most parents that English is the language of social mobility.
The trade market, however, is critical for swinging the pendulum in terms
of book buying patterns in the country. By co-publishing with companies
that target trade and education, PRAESA is maximizing the impact of its
publications.
Publishers were reluctant in the past to produce African language books
for children; they perceived there to be no demand and were therefore
unwilling to take risks. Brian Wafawarowa explained the challenges for

16

African language publishing, in general, and the smaller African
languages, in particular, in the following terms:
While isiXhosa, Sesotho and isiZulu are spoken by large
numbers of people in South Africa, the same is not true
of languages like TshiVenda, XiTsonga and isiNdebele…
If your books are concentrated on TshiVenda and
isiNdebele and other minority languages where you
could be asked to supply say 300 copies, it is difficult
to make the margins work.
PRAESA has addressed this issue in a number of ways. The first is by
buying into a print run, using money from fundraising. Again, Brian
Wafawarowa of New Africa Books explains the importance of this
intervention:
[It’s essential to have] donors prepared to put money to
back us to produce books in large enough numbers so
that we can sell them at cost. In a way you’re creating
a false situation for a period. That allows people to
get familiar with the practices around books. It allows
publishers to get skilled in doing all the publishing
work that’s necessary and creates a demand.
Arabella Koopman, currently of Shuter & Shooters, but previously of
New Africa Books, explained the impact of this course of action on the
development of the very successful New Africa Stories series:
We had eight books in the series already but the ones
we did with PRAESA were the first to be done in all 11
languages. The ones we’d done previously we could only
afford to do in five. It gave a real push that enabled us
to then go and commission other titles and do those
in 11 languages as well. I have no doubt in my mind
that without that contribution it would not have been
possible for the series to fly like it has.
The PRAESA policy of producing all publications in English, Afrikaans
and isiXhosa has made it possible to achieve economies of scale with
bigger print runs. From relatively small beginnings, PRAESA expertise
and investment in the building of pan-African networks has made it
possible to embark on increasingly ambitious publishing projects. The
‘Stories Across Africa’ (StAAf) Project is one of the core projects of
the African Union’s (AU) African Academy of Languages (ACALAN).
StAAf is developing collaboration in all regions of Africa between
early literacy specialists, children’s storywriters, linguists, publishers
and distributors. Sharing resources is seen as offering the best chance
of being able to produce enough appropriate and affordable books
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for children and their caregivers. PRAESA is playing a key role in this
process, with Carole Bloch serving as the central coordinator for the
project.
While the ultimate aim is to produce three anthologies of stories
for children of different ages, the first step has been to extend the
Little Hands series, as a means of exploring the issues in pan-African
collaboration on a previously unprecedented scale. The first Little
Hands books were published between 2002 and 2004 in isiXhosa,
Afrikaans and English. A further eight titles were selected in 2006
following a StAAf decision to produce a special set of the Little Hands
books to commemorate the AU Year of African Languages (2006–7). A
continent-wide call for stories was put out by the African Publishers’
Network (APNET) and eight were selected and packaged with eight of
the titles from the earlier collection.
Brian Wafawarowa, who is acting as lead publisher for the Little
Hands books in South Africa and is responsible for co-publishing
arrangements in a further four countries thus far, is clear about the
advantages of this approach:
For New Africa Books and PRAESA, the benefit is that
the unit price for South Africa is greatly reduced and
for those outside they get [the books] at a much lower
price than they could on their own. Just to play with
numbers a bit… I don’t think a publisher in Ethiopia
with a language like Tigrinya would be able to do 500
copies. With our print run of say 20,000 the savings are
massive. To take an example of a book we did earlier,
the production costs were going to be 52 US cents. But
when we brought in other countries we ended up with a
cost of 28 US cents a book, which is a huge saving. We
transferred these savings to the market not because
we are philanthropic capitalists but because we have
to make sure that the price you come up with is viable.
Also those publishers become distribution nodes. They
can also claim they published it because their imprint
is there.

Nurturing writers and illustrators
There are very few African writers and illustrators of reading materials
for children. The manuscripts submitted to publishers are almost
always in English; they tend to target older readers and are usually
of very poor quality. Competitions have offered a useful mechanism
for widening the net to reach new and aspiring authors. Although the
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quality of entries tends to be poor, they serve a useful function by making
public the criteria for what publishers are looking for in materials for
children.
Again, PRAESA has played a central part in this process. In 2000–2001
Carole Bloch was co-initiator with Elizabeth Anderson, then head of the
Centre for the Book of the First Words in Print Project (FWIP) whereby
publishers were invited to develop a variety of storybooks for children aged
0–6, four of which were selected for publication in the first phase of the
process. FWIP then bought large print runs from the successful publishers,
and distributed the books in their pilot areas.
Workshops organized by PRAESA and other organizations for aspiring
writers and illustrators also offer support. PRAESA has been responsible
for three such workshops at the University of Cape Town. The first, in
July 2002, was initiated by Carole Bloch when working on an intercultural
education book with a Belgian writer and illustrator team, Leen Van Den
Berg and Jan De Kinder, who expressed a keen interest to assist. They were
thus invited to facilitate a two-week long writer and illustrator workshop
where PRAESA recruited potential illustrators and writers from art colleges
such as the Community Arts Project, the Children’s Literature Network
and by word of mouth. Six of the books produced at the workshop were
selected and published by New Africa Books as part of its New African
Stories series. This was a significant departure for the publisher which
would normally have commissioned the artwork from established
illustrators. Instead they provided the art materials on the grounds,
as Arabella Koopman explained, that ‘it doesn’t matter how talented
disadvantaged artists are if they don’t have the money to buy the resources
required’.
A second workshop was held in December 2003 in response to requests
from participants in the previous workshop; the same facilitators raised the
requisite funding support from the Flemish Ministry of Culture.
The third workshop, held under the auspices of the Stories Across Africa
Project in September 2007, was a very ambitious pan-African workshop,
drawing on 15 authors and aspiring authors from 12 different countries.
It was held in response to the poor response to calls to publishers via the
African Publishers Network (APNET) for stories suitable for the 0–6 years
StAAf anthology, and facilitated by Niki Daly with the specific intention of
producing appropriate material for very young children in Africa.
There are indications that writers who have taken part in these workshops
have derived considerable benefit. Ntombizanele Mahobe and Xolisa
Guzula both talked in terms of the confidence they now had in themselves
as authors and the special contribution which they were able to make as

The Culture of Reading: an evaluation of a key programme of PRAESA

19

The Culture of Reading: an evaluation of a key programme of PRAESA

African language writers with easy access to situations and experiences
which are meaningful for African children. Xolisa particularly enjoyed
the opportunities offered by the workshops for sharing and feedback: ‘I
had ideas and so I thought let me talk to Ntombi about it and then I had
Ntombi’s ideas. Then I went to Carole and later I went to Pushpa. I was
sitting with my ideas and having people giving me input…’.
The workshops have two main aims: to generate stories for publication; and
to make potential authors and illustrators more aware of what is involved
in producing a story of publishable quality. Arabella Koopman explains the
challenges thus:
People don’t know how to put a portfolio together... We’ll
get submissions for things which are incredibly inappropriate
for us. Why? People don’t know when you are submitting to
a publishing house that you need to go to a website. There is
a lack of understanding of how submission works. You need
to go to the book shop and see what books that publisher
publishes and decide which one you think your material is
best suited to. They don’t know how to pitch.
Although the workshops have succeeded in generating work of publishable
quality, there are questions about the sustainability of these efforts.
The only South African authors from the first two workshops who have
continued to publish are the isiXhosa-speaking members of the PRAESA
team who benefit from the mentorship of Carole Bloch. That said, this is
clearly a very complex issue, not only in an African context but also more
generally: few authors are able to make a living from their writing.

Translation
In most of the PRAESA publications the text may be written first in any
language; a version is then created in English and translated into African
languages. Inspired by the role played by translation of the Bible and
books like Pilgrim’s progress and Grimm’s Fairy Tales in establishing both a
shared identity and a culture of reading in Europe, translation into African
languages has been identified as a priority for PRAESA. Because of the
dearth of appropriate materials for children, the strategy is, as Neville
Alexander explained, ‘to use what’s good wherever it is’, ‘to develop as
quickly as possible a body of material that everyone can share’.
All of PRAESA’s children’s titles are available in English, isiXhosa and
Afrikaans, the official languages of the Western Cape; many are available in
the other official languages of South Africa. The pan-African cooperation,
central to the Stories across Africa project discussed above, means that
materials are now being translated into an ever-growing number of African
languages.
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There is, however, a serious shortage of African language speaking
translators with experience of children’s literature. This situation is, of
course, by no means limited to African languages. A similar situation has
been described, for instance, in relation to the problems experienced in
producing Asian language translations of children’s books in the UK.9
As already noted, the ‘endless mistakes’ in the small body of material
available in African languages was identified as a problem early in the
project. The standard of translation remains a problem. Lungi Ngondo,
the official languages co-ordinator for the Western Cape Education
Department, also complained of inappropriate translations in the isXhosa
books included in the books selected as part of the 100 books in every
classroom campaign.

9

(Edwards & Walker,
1998)

PRAESA provided an important model for the translation of materials for
children. Its strengths lie in the central involvement of Xolisa Guzula and
Ntombizanele Mahobe in the development of both bilingual pedagogies
and materials development. This experience has allowed them to develop
a feel for the language of children’s literature in English, which has served
as an important point of reference in developing the language of children’s
literature in isiXhosa. Ntombizanele gained this experience working in
the Battswood Biliteracy Project, while Xolisa was the main researcher on
PRAESA’s subsequent Free Reading in Schools project. Both of them gained
invaluable experience with children’s books.
Xolisa and Ntombizanele described the negotiation which took place
between themselves and a more experienced isiXhosa speaker working
on the same text. The two junior members of the team found themselves
deferring at various points to the senior member. They believed, however,
that their knowledge of children’s literature and how written stories work
meant that their judgments were often more sound.
She [the senior translator] certainly knows the language… So
sometimes she would say the word order is not right – this is
maybe how we should be writing it. Whereas we came from
the story side, we know the stories, we know how young
children learn…
Xolisa now takes the main responsibility for isiXhosa translation of
children’s stories at PRAESA but works closely with Ntombizanele, whose
particular strengths lie in editing. Reflecting on the new challenges
provided by their work, Ntombizanele commented: ‘I am learning these
things by doing it and looking at edited stuff, experienced writers and
translators’.
One of the problems associated with negotiation of this nature is the
endless ‘final’ proof pages. As Carole Bloch observed: ‘It’s very difficult to
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get to an end point. If you get two different people, even the same person
getting back what they’ve written, they’ll often change it because the
standard written form of many African languages is still ‘fluid’.
A further problem concerns the linguistic limitations of project managers
in multilingual publishing; invariably, they will speak only some of the
languages in question. The challenges are enormous. Ultimately, as Carole
Bloch observed: “You have to trust the person whose hands you put it into”.
Arabella Koopman talked in similar terms of her experience at New Africa
Books of freelance translators:
There’s a point at which you just have to be published
and be damned. I know this is rather shocking but do you
want a translation or not? If we had to hold back on doing
translations because we were concerned it wasn’t absolutely
perfect every time we would never do half the translations
that are done.
Arabella contrasted her experience of freelance translators with her
dealings with the translation Unit at PRAESA, which she described as
offering a very high level of quality control.

Originating stories in African languages
One of the fundamental problems in developing African language
materials is that there is no established tradition of writing for children.
Storytelling and story writing require very different skills. Illustrations
are a central feature of children’s storybooks. As such, the story needs to
work in conjunction with the artwork. It must ‘talk’ to the pictures on the
same page; there are also constraints on the length of the text. While oral
storying is very well developed in African languages, there is no comparable
tradition of written stories for young children. This is very much a case of
work in progress. As Arabella Koopman, reflecting on her work as editor for
some of the PRAESA publications, pointed out: “You can’t write the rules
until you’ve done the work”.
Books such as the New African Stories were originated mainly in English,
but also in Afrikaans or isiXhosa because, in all writing situations, the
option is given to use a language of choice (this does mean, however, that
a translation into English has to accompany the text and often people
prefer to just write in English). Where necessary, a version was created in
English, and translated into the relevant languages. The Stories across Africa
anthologies, similarly, will be originated in a language of choice, a ‘base’
version will be made in English, French and Portuguese, then translated
across various languages from any of these three languages. The text for
Pinocchio was an experiment to generate a South African version of a
European classic in isiXhosa. This isiXhosa version was developed from a
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reading of an old version of the English text. It was then translated into
English, from which an experienced writer produced a new South African
English version. The two versions were then harmonized, so that the
illustrations would work for both, and an Afrikaans translation was done
from the English. A striking feature is that, although the European version
is the inspiration for the story, the isiXhosa story strips the story to its
bare bones rather than offering a simple retelling. In producing a story that
would speak to the experience of African children, the fairy godmother
was transformed into an elder; the three wise men trying to heal Pinocchio
become a sangoma, a traditional healer and a modern doctor.
The process of arriving at the final text was arduous and frustrating. The
first draft had been written before the illustrations were in place and had
to be significantly modified. When translated into English at this stage,
the English version didn’t flow. The Xhosa version was then revisited in the
light of the modified English version. There was considerable negotiation
not only between the team of three isiXhosa writers working on the story
but also between the different language versions of the text. The great
care and effort demonstrated by the PRAESA translators and writers on
publications such as this is clearly helping to lay the foundations for the
discourse of children’s literature in isiXhosa.

Distribution
In order to foster a culture of reading, children need easy access to books.
Given the limited budgets of education departments, schools and libraries,
the most promising way forward involves support from donors. However,
even when sponsorship is forthcoming, book distribution remains a serious
challenge.
PRAESA has always been aware of problems of this kind. As Carole Bloch
commented: ‘It’s not enough to produce materials. You have to get them
into the right hands’. The model which has inspired Neville Alexander is
Bunyon’s Pilgrim’s Progress, distributed throughout Africa by Christian
missionaries, to become the reading for relaxation and enjoyment of
the age.
A key allegiance has been forged with Biblionef SA, a book donation
agency specializing in providing new or unused books for children and
adolescents who have poor access to books. Biblionef responds to requests
from children’s organizations, preschools, hospitals, AIDS homes and
refugee camps. They dispatch books based on a description of needs (age
of children, languages used, etc) and then require reports on how the books
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have been used. If recipients are able to demonstrate that they have been
put to good use, a further consignment is dispatched.

By donating a sizeable proportion of the titles they produce to Biblionef,
PRAESA is confident that the books are reaching well-managed projects.
PRAESA, in turn, has greatly influenced the direction of Biblionef. Director
Jean Williams, explains this influence in the following terms:
PRAESA gave a good lead to Biblionef. Initially, the idea was
just to donate Afrikaans books but with Neville and Carole’s
advice [we saw] mother tongue is the way to go. So they gave
us good direction on how to set up the unit. Every time when
the founder comes here he tells PRAESA thank you for that.
At the moment that’s our biggest success, the fact that we
are supporting all 11 languages in South Africa.
With the expansion into other countries as part of the Stories Across
Africa project, links have also been made with two other book distribution
organizations, Book Aid International and CODE Canada. PRAESA has also
donated books to the seven Education Management Development Centres
(EMDCs) in the Western Cape, as well as to schools in the Northern Cape
as part of the 100 books for classrooms project for the foundation phase.
To ensure that schools understand the best ways of using the books,
Peter Meyer, a former head teacher, was commissioned to personally visit
outlying schools in the Western Cape.
The presence of a good distribution network does not, of course, ensure
that the books are being properly used. Lungi Ngondo from WCED
acknowledged that, in some schools, the principals kept the materials in the
office; that there was resistance to isiXhosa books in English and Afrikaans
medium schools. Problems of this kind are, of course, common throughout
Africa.10
PRAESA clearly recognizes the problems associated with distribution and
has taken suitable steps to form alliances with education departments
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Montagnes (2001)

and specialist book distribution agencies which monitor how books are
used. The only PRAESA publication which has proved problematic in terms
of distribution is Balancing Act, which addresses issues of sexuality in
teenagers and which is therefore seen as controversial.

Education departments
One of the requirements of the RNE, the funding partners, was that
the project should be closely allied to the work of the Department
of Education. The role of the WCED in the distribution of PRAESA
publications through the 100 books in every classroom initiative has
already been discussed. Collaboration with WCED and other education
departments has, however, taken many other forms. Because partnerships
of this nature are not directly linked with the Culture of Reading Project,
they have not formed a specific focus for this evaluation. They will,
however, be described briefly in the interest of building a more holistic view
of the work of PRAESA, of which the project forms a part.

Training of trainers
PRAESA has provided training for implementation of the first phase of the
bilingual education policy in the Western Cape. From January to March
2007 PRAESA colleagues held workshops over a three month period to
sensitise WCED officials and community members across the province to
the issues relating to effective implementation of mother tongue based
bilingual education. This included, among other things, use of the PRAESA
training videos and reading materials.

Current five-year project
PRAESA is one of four consortium partners in a large-scale Royal
Netherlands Embassy funded project on improving the quality of literacy
and numeracy education and is currently conducting qualitative research
in five schools in the Western Cape focusing on early literacy, second
language teaching and dual medium teaching approaches from preschool to
the end of primary education.

Language advocacy
PRAESA has also played a key role in the introduction of the WCED
Language Transformation Plan, providing courses designed to explain the
principles of mother tongue based bilingual education and its implications
for teachers and children. The courses were delivered to two different
groups: the first was made up of managers, such as curriculum advisors
and curriculum managers; the second of representatives from school
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communities in the form of principals, members of school governing
bodies and teachers. At the time of writing, PRAESA staff, together
with other service providers, are conducting a set of courses as part of
an Advanced Certificate of Education, which was commissioned by the
WCED, at the University of the Western Cape for selected educators
from 16 pilot schools involved in the Language Transformation Plan.

Outreach activities
The main focus of the Culture of Reading Project was on materials
production. As already indicated, this interest grew from the Free
Reading in Schools research project (FRISC), initiated by the Early
Literacy Unit in 2001 in an attempt to explore, document and promote
reading for enjoyment in a selection of Cape Town classrooms.11 Two
subsequent outreach activities also support the development of a
culture of reading: the first concerns the Reading Moms, an initiative
which grew from the interests of Melanie Zeederberg in extending
the FRISC process to include family literacy; the second concerns the
setting up of a Reading Club for children in Langa, one of Cape Town’s
Xhosa-dominant townships.

The Reading Moms
Melanie Zeederberg has been working with a group of Afrikaansspeaking mothers from Lotus River whose interest in literacy began
when she invited them to read to children in class as part of the FRISC
project. It became clear that their interest centred on the reading
needs of their own children. In explaining their involvement as Reading
Moms, typical comments included: ‘I learn a lot to help myself and for
my kids’; ‘My payment [for being a reading Mom] was that last year my
seven year old son got top marks for reading. I was very happy’.
They continued acting as volunteers, reading with and to children,
including those experiencing difficulties in school. Some of the
mothers also began to help outside school. One welcomes as many
as eight children to her house every day for support with their
homework.
Another benefit of involvement in the Reading Moms is the boost to
self-esteem. As one mother commented: ‘I wasn’t a good reader. I was
with my granny. When I was in Grade 7 she told me you must go work.
I didn’t have the time to go further. I’m very proud of myself because
I am helping my own children and I am helping other children who
can’t read’.
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The Reading Club

The Vulindlela Reading Club in the township of Langa was started in
response to a request from a community based organization, Zisukhanyo
Youth Empowerment, for help in empowering children through literacy.
Children in Grades 2 to 7 in the six Langa primary schools were invited to
attend in letters sent home to their parents. The small group of 50 children
who attended the launch grew rapidly to as many as 200, though numbers
fluctuate according to the weather. The sessions, from 10–12 on a Saturday
morning, take place in one of the primary schools. The aim is to create an
atmosphere very different from school. The sessions start with circle games
and the singing of the Reading Club song: Education is fun. The children
then divide into three different age-related groups to listen to stories and
to stretch out or cuddle up with a book. The emphasis, then, is on reading
as an enjoyable activity. The sessions usually finish with a story telling
session. English and Xhosa are used in the Reading Club on alternate weeks.
Although most parents may have a preference for English, the children are
clearly more comfortable operating in isiXhosa.
The Reading Club also has a capacity-building agenda. Members of
the PRAESA team mentor volunteers from the Zisukhanyo Youth
Empowerment who help them with the sessions. This relationship is
problematic. Attendance is often erratic and the young people lack the
confidence to take the lead in reading with the children, preferring to help
in the background with activities such as serving refreshments. Things are,
however, at an early stage of development. Time permitting, the intention
is to organize workshops which will help volunteers to deepen their
understanding of the philosophy behind the Reading Club and suggest
strategies for supporting children’s reading. In the meantime, the large
group sizes inevitably limit the experiences on offer for the children: it is
simply not practical, for instance, to offer opportunities for writing or give
the level of attention they would like.
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Conclusion
The Culture of Reading Project set out with three main aims: to
stimulate the production of high quality, multilingual materials for
children; to develop allegiances with likeminded individuals and
organizations; and to initiate activities which help promote a culture
of reading as opportunities arise. It has amply achieved these aims.
Although a small-scale project, its influence has been disproportion
ately large. By demonstrating what needs to be done, and developing
models for others to build on it has act as a catalyst for change. And by
building allegiances with others who share its vision it has helped to
ensure that the promotion of a culture of reading in all the languages
of South Africa is a cornerstone of current educational policy.
PRAESA deliberately works in many different areas at the same time
as part of a holistic approach. As such, capacity and sustainability
remain the main obstacles to future progress. Expansion, in turn,
depends on both the availability of staff with suitable skills and
experience and on ongoing, long-term funding. The PRAESA view of
the future is, however, resolutely optimistic. The last word on this
matter is left to Neville Alexander:
Sustainability is going to depend in the first instance on
governments. I believe that the gradual shift towards
using African languages we are seeing now will become an
avalanche for the simple reason that so many countries
– South Africa, Ethiopia, Mali, Mozambique – are all
moving in this direction. That shift is unstoppable… One
can see already with our community reading project,
teachers and even people who are quite cynical about
these things are beginning to warm to the idea that
you can make reading enjoyable: children can want to
learn and love to read. My personal view is that the
sustainability is going to come from the actual effects.
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