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Preface
Since being founded by Cover2Cover Books in 2011, the FunDza
Literacy Trust has been working hard to get South Africa's teens
and young adults reading, writing and learning - in order to help
grow a literate and empowered youth. 

This report looks back over the last ten years, providing a broad
review of the literacy landscape in South Africa as well as our own
FunDza journey in this time period. It shares the lessons that we
have learned along the way, and it aims to bring our extensive
qualitative and quantitative data to life in order to gain a deeper
understanding of who our readers and writers are, and what
accessing FunDza services means and has meant to them. You will
see this information reflected in a range of personas based on the
data of our 2020/1 annual surveys of FunDza readers and writers.

Thank you to Dr Xolisa Guzula, Assoc Prof Catherine Kell,
Catherine Langsford, Arthur Attwell and Colleen Higgs for offering
their time and insights as part of the interview process for the
landscape review. And, thank you to Hollie Jayde Consulting for
the analysis of the qualitative content of the annual surveys, and to
the Surefire Communications team for their expertise in writing and
compiling this report.

We know that it takes time to create an environment where literacy
- and a love of reading and writing - can flourish. We know that
there are major structural challenges that inhibit progress - such as
the growing youth unemployment and deepening economic and
social inequalities. But we also believe that with creativity and
commitment, we can help to turn the tide. We can see change
happening in the young people that FunDza is currently reaching,
as this comment from a reader exemplifies: 

"I used to dislike or find reading boring, but now I can sit and read
FunDza books and seeing the marks I get I am really happy that I
am on my way to an awesome life with FunDza."

We hope that more young people can actualise an 'awesome life'
for themselves through the power of stories and literacy.

~Mignon Hardie, Dorothy Dyer, and the FunDza Team



1 Introduction

Contents

2 Literacy rates and measuring literacy

3 At home

4 At school

5 In government

6 On phones- using technology   

7 The book trade

Conclusion

4

5

6

7

8

9

10

F U N D Z A  |  1 0  Y E A R S  O F  I M P A C T 0 3

8 11

Heat Map

Reader personas

Writer personas

17

18

28

The Literacy Landscape: Reviewing the  last
10 yearsA

10 Lessons in 10 YearsB

AnnexuresC

https://docs.google.com/document/d/1sVYrYC8_c0nproYVTT44IRkXBlIAQegA/edit#heading=h.sse8wp4vvh7l
https://docs.google.com/document/d/1sVYrYC8_c0nproYVTT44IRkXBlIAQegA/edit#heading=h.852swj1cixw4
https://docs.google.com/document/d/1sVYrYC8_c0nproYVTT44IRkXBlIAQegA/edit#heading=h.852swj1cixw4


A. The Literacy
Landscape:

Reviewing the last
10 years
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Introduction
NGOs were responding to this need. Equal
Education - which is an organisation
advocating for quality and equality in the
South African education system - launched
their campaign for more school libraries in
2010. Biblionef, a book distribution
organisation, serviced all ages but
developed accessible reading material for
younger learners. Organisations such as
Shine, Wordworks and PRAESA (which
established Nal’ibali) all focused on younger
children. FunDza was, and still is, the only
national organisation that has teen and adult
literacy as its primary focus. 

"In South Africa, there was little
exciting or accessible material
available to teens in which they
could recognize themselves and
their worlds."

The importance of being able to recognize
yourself in a text is vital and has remained
one of FunDza’s primary goals. More
globally, this need is becoming increasingly
recognised as recent campaigns - such as
the #WeNeedDiverseBooks - highlight. Ros
Haden, Content Manager at FunDza, echoed
the importance of this: “Seeing yourself in a
story makes you realise that reading can
relate to you, and that your world is valid –
it’s worth a book.” 

Realising that its young readers wanted to
express themselves too, FunDza’s work
expanded to include writing. Users could
write and submit their own pieces for
potential publication on FunDza’s online
platform. As Arthur Attwell, co-founder and
trustee of BookDash, explains, “people are
really desperate to express themselves ... if
you want to get people excited about
reading [at a young age], you also have to
give them an opportunity to write because
they're going through a time in their life
when they have to express themselves.” 

FunDza’s expansion into other literacy
practices mirrored the recognition elsewhere
that literacy was much more than just
‘reading’. The Reading Association of South
Africa, of which FunDza was (and is) a
member, later changed its name to the
Literacy Association of South Africa (LITASA)
at the end of 2017.

In its work, FunDza uses the UNESCO
definition of literacy: “Literacy is the ability to
identify, understand, interpret, create,
communicate and compute, using printed
and written materials associated with varying
contexts. Literacy involves a continuum of
learning in enabling individuals to achieve
their goals, to develop their knowledge and
potential, and to participate fully in their
community and wider society.

Generally, literacy also encompasses
numeracy, the ability to make simple
arithmetic calculations. The concept of
literacy can be distinguished from measures
to quantify it, such as the literacy rate and
functional literacy.”

This broader approach was not only
reflected in FunDza’s increased ‘Fanz’
writing platform, but also in their expansion
of genres. Initially, FunDza commissioned
and published ‘high interest fiction’. Some
of these stories dealt with social issues and
readers' comments indicated how these
stories could shift people’s attitudes and
prejudices. In response to this, FunDza
started developing stories that explored
issues such as xenophobia, gender-based
violence and homophobia. Although hard-
hitting, such ‘social stories’ aimed to retain
the magic of story and character, allowing
their messages to be subtle.

FunDza then also started to commission
non-fiction pieces on a variety of topics in
categories such as mental health and well-
being, general knowledge and social issues.
In response to the demographics of
FunDza’s users, its content also expanded to
cover topics such as financial literacy and
entrepreneurship.

FunDza’s work has been embedded in the
greater literacy landscape, and has been
responsive to both academic research as
well as to their own readers’ feedback.

Expansion of FunDza’s focus

"FunDza’s work has been
embedded in the greater
literacy landscape, and has
been responsive to both
academic research as well as to
their own readers’ feedback."

Initially, FunDza focused on developing
quality, relevant and original material to
make reading appealing to young South
Africans. It did this by distributing exciting
and locally-created books to reading groups
at schools and other organisations across the
country. It also launched a mobile-friendly
site - the fundza.mobi platform - where it
could publish more content for teen and
young adult readers. This online programme
- being far easier to scale - grew
exponentially and soon had hundreds of
regular readers visiting it daily.

The FunDza Literacy Trust - a South African
non-profit dedicated to improving literacy -
was founded in 2011 in response to a lack of
appropriate or exciting reading material to
encourage young South Africans to read. As
Dorothy Dyer, one of FunDza’s founding
members explains, “in South Africa, there
was little exciting or accessible material
available to teens in which they could
recognize themselves and their worlds.” 

The need for civil society engagement was
glaringly apparent at the time. In 2007, the
National Reading Survey found that nearly
50% of South Africans did not own any
leisure books, and that books were
perceived as expensive. A quarter of
respondents never read in their spare time.
Those who did read mainly accessed books
through public libraries. In 2011, Equal
Education found that in schools, learners had
little or no access to leisure books, with only
8% of public schools having functional
libraries, with these being almost entirely
former model C schools. 
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https://equaleducation.org.za/
https://equaleducation.org.za/2011/09/05/school-libraries/
http://www.biblionefsa.org.za/
http://www.shineliteracy.org.za/
http://www.wordworks.org.za/
http://www.praesa.org.za/
https://twitter.com/search?q=%23WeNeedDiverseBooks
http://uis.unesco.org/en/glossary-term/literacy#:~:text=Literacy%20is%20the%20ability%20to,materials%20associated%20with%20varying%20contexts.&text=The%20concept%20of%20literacy%20can,literacy%20rate%20and%20functional%20literacy.
http://www.fundza.co.za/
https://equaleducation.org.za/2011/09/05/school-libraries/


Reviewing literacy in South Africa over the last decade is
complex. The literacy landscape is inextricably interwoven
with cultural perceptions, socio-economic realities and the
wider political contexts at play.

There have been various studies to evaluate South Africans’
literacy levels. The widely cited 2017 Progress in Reading
Literacy Study (PIRLS) found worrying statistics: 78% of
children in the fourth year of primary schooling could not
read for meaning. 

Other studies are not so negative. In 2017, StatsSA
reported that literacy rates rose between 2009 and 2017,
reaching 93% in 2017 - with the ‘gender gap’ closing over
the time period. In 2018, StatsSA also reported that
functional literacy had risen to 96% in the youth population. 

Measuring literacy is a contested terrain, and some experts
have criticised PIRLS for its ‘monolingual decoding-based
perspective’. Others point out that StatsSA, with its rosier
outlook, relies on self-reported data, so is possibly not the
most accurate reflection of literacy rates in the country.

For some experts, reflecting on literacy in South Africa over
the last decade is about reconceptualizing what literacy
means - and what efforts have been made to adopt a
deeper understanding of it. Dr Guzula, Lecturer in
Language and Literacy Studies in the School of Education
at the University of Cape Town, points to the rich oral-
based history of literacy in the African context, which
continues to be “eroded and replaced” by a Eurocentric
concept of literacy. 

Some recognise that literacy collectives and civil society
organisations in South Africa have started to move towards
a wider concept of ‘literacy’ over the last decade.
Research and experts refer to the immense amount of work
undertaken in non-governmental spaces to widen and
improve literacy. 

Literacy rates
and measuring
literacy
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The challenges of literacy in South
Africa are “complex and layered”

and the sector risks approaching it
in a “piecemeal donor-project

fashion.”

2

3

These efforts, however, can fail to “create a
whirlpool” of momentum. The challenges of
literacy in South Africa are “complex and
layered” and the sector risks approaching it in
a “piecemeal donor-project fashion.” Experts
and research repeatedly point to the
“concerted national effort” that is needed to
improve literacy outcomes.

As FunDza is aimed at teens and young adults,
it is not involved in defining and developing
the best methods of teaching reading or
literacy. It also is not able to support teens
and adults who do not already have the basics
of literacy. Its target audience is those who
are functionally literate, but do not have
access to those reading materials that extend
and deepen their literacy practices. Despite
the fact that it is not a 'remedial' organisation,
it is interesting to note that FunDza’s 
material has successfully been
used in programmes for 
learners at risk of dropout - 
perhaps confirming that 
many school challenges 
in this age-group stem 
from more than just 
lack of academic ability.

2. 

https://nicspaull.files.wordpress.com/2017/12/2017-12-05-pirls-report-news-release-_final.docx
http://www.statssa.gov.za/publications/Report-03-10-19/Report-03-10-192017.pdf
http://www.statssa.gov.za/publications/92-01-07/92-01-072018.pdf
https://resep.sun.ac.za/wp-content/uploads/2017/10/wp-14-2010.pdf


At home
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In terms of access to books within peoples’ homes and in
terms of reading, rates continue to be low in South Africa.
In 2018, it was found that 40% of children in SA are
“never” told stories by someone in their household,
according to StatsSA. It was also found that 73% of South
African adults consider themselves not to be readers.
According to the South African Book Development
Council, ‘51% of households have no leisure books, and
only 6% of homes have more than 40 books.’

This, of course, is linked to the general socio-economic
conditions of South Africa in that access to books remains
impossible to the majority of households. However,
literacy experts did speak to the encouraging moves to
make more books accessible to communities. Much of this
work is being undertaken by the non-profit and civil
society sectors. Organisations such as Nal’ibali, Book
Dash, African Storybook, Wordworks and Biblionef are
doing excellent work with their focus on materials aimed
at getting young people reading for pleasure.

of FunDza readers
read at least once a
week on fundza.mobi68%

of FunDza readers 
spend more than 30
minutes on fundza.mobi
every day

58%

FunDza’s readers are generally from under-
resourced communities and backgrounds.
According to the data from 2020/1 annual
surveys of FunDza readers and writers, 83.1%
of FunDza readers have fewer than 10 books in
the home. FunDza remains the only
organisation focusing on producing content
for teen and young adult literacy, thus
plugging an important gap. FunDza’s primary
users are individuals who read FunDza on their
own devices, in their own time, for their own
pleasure. 

83%
of FunDza readers read have
less that 10 books at home

"My home life is complicated sometimes because we are
eight people with only two breadwinners which makes it

hard to get by sometimes. Unemployment in my community
is a big problem.Youngsters are wandering around

everyday with no goals some even resort to gangsterism.""When life gets tough, I search for
the story that relates to what I am

going through and it always
soothes my heart."

85%of FunDza readers
said they enjoy
reading more now

90% of FunDza readers said their
reading has improved either
'very much' or 'quite a lot'

"I can relate to some of the
stories I read in fundza.mobi

because they are more of real
life situations that we come

come across every day."

FunDza reader

Source: Data from FunDza 2020/1 annual reader survey

FunDza reader

FunDza reader

3. 

http://www.statssa.gov.za/publications/92-01-07/92-01-072018.pdf
https://sabookcouncil.co.za/wp-content/uploads/Final-Report-NRS-2016.pdf
https://www.sabookcouncil.co.za/
https://nalibali.org/
https://bookdash.org/
https://www.africanstorybook.org/
http://www.wordworks.org.za/
http://www.biblionefsa.org.za/


According to DGMT, low literacy rates in South Africa are
“due to an education system that is underperforming,
inefficient and unequal.” The slow developments towards
dismantling the damaging legacies of apartheid in the
education system are lamented by experts in the literacy
sector.

As Professor Catherine Kell, Associate Professor of
Language and Literacy in Education at the University of
Cape Town explains: “One of the problems is the legacy of
apartheid. There has not been a dismantling of inequalities
across the schooling system. We have a bimodal education
system where we have a very small, very functional set of
schools which produce excellent results. And then we have
a massive number of schools which are failing. And this is
despite the money being spent on the schooling system.”

The South African government has introduced new
curricula aimed at improving literacy rates. However,
critics point out that a limited concept of literacy that
places emphasis on comprehension and decoding results
in equally limited solutions being put in place. An emphasis
on “managing teachers” and using teaching models from
overseas in the South African context over the last decade
prevents the country from understanding the rich wider
literacy abilities of children in our schools. 

Associate Professor Catherine Kell laments how
“hamstrung” the wider literacy sector is by ideas of what
reading and writing consist of: “our curriculum leaves little
space for creativity and engagement and it is quite
archaic.”

Literacy experts dispute the way in which reading is taught,
with some advocating for a ‘whole language’ approach -
that embraces multilingualism and recognises the socio-
cultural influences at play - and others promoting the skill
of decoding as the foundation on which to teach reading.
Criticism has been levelled at the “jump” that many
learners are faced with at the end of Grade 3, when
subjects switch from being entirely taught in home
languages to being taught only in English. 

4. 
At school

Although FunDza was established in response
to the literacy challenges in the country, the
fact that it focuses on high school learners and
young adults means that it is not directly
affected by the pedagogical debates around
emergent literacy.
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FunDza recognises the importance of young
people developing their skills in both English
and their home language. Multilingualism is
vital, and accordingly FunDza publishes
content in most of South Africa’s languages. It
also recognises that to be most effective,
literacy practices need to focus on the context
and needs of the particular communities.

FunDza itself has experienced the tension
between the pressure of the school curriculum
and the need for extended reading for
pleasure. FunDza’s first online course was
developed in response to a request from an
extra-mural school support programme. Since
then the course programme has expanded
enormously, but interestingly it is used
primarily by individuals, and has not had as big
a take-up by schools or formal institutions.
This is most likely due to the practical
challenges of using technology in the
classroom (connectivity, device problems,
etc.) as well as an overloaded and over-
prescriptive curriculum. FunDza’s courses have
been developed to be curriculum ‘aligned’
rather than curriculum ‘compliant’, as this
would effectively result in courses that follow
lesson plans according to the Department’s
Annual Teaching Plans. 

"FunDza recognises the
importance of young people
developing their skills in both
English and their home
language."

"I used to be scared when the
teacher asked questions in the
classroom because I was not

confident when it comes to speaking

in English in front of the class and

teachers. Now I can speak in public
with confidence."FunDza reader

4. 

http://dgmt.co.za/wp-content/uploads/2015/08/Lets-Get-SA-Reading-web.pdf


Generally speaking, those in the literacy sector recognise
that the South African government has placed increasing
importance on literacy, and has worked hard to improve it,  
over the last decade. However, a lack of general
coordination and a reluctance to re-conceptualize ‘literacy’
has impeded governmental developments around literacy. 

Whilst recognising the efforts made by the government,
experts lament the lack of deeper change. There is a  'lack
of commitment to radical and real change as well as
innovation,' says Associate Professor Catherine Kell.  The
lack of genuinely promoting “indigenous language
teaching in a real way with the requisite economic
backing” has also received criticism.  

Dr Xolisa Guzula laments the lack of political impetus to
widen and decolonise the concept of literacy in South
Africa - with an ongoing emphasis on phonological
awareness and comprehension as “the only way to teach
children to read for meaning.” Other experts point to the
tendency of the government to “reverse engineer”
problems in the literacy sector rather than present a sector
wide, holistic plan.

There have been a number of governmental responses to
the literacy challenges over the last decade. 

For example, in 2007 the South African Book Development
Council (SABDC) was established as a statutory body to
conceptualise, draft and implement a National Book
Development Plan. The SABDC carried out research and
ran literacy programmes. Suffering from severe
underfunding, it closed in 2021.

In 2015, the Education Department, in recognition of the
importance of reading, initiated their Read2lead campaign.
This campaign promotes various reading projects. It then
established, together with the National Education
Collaboration Trust, the National Reading Coalition. This
coalition aims to improve coordination and collaboration
between stakeholders. Although these initiatives are not
well-funded coherent national programmes, they offer
organisations such as FunDza a space in which to expand
its network and reach. 

In government
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In 2017, a Revised White Paper on Arts,
Culture and Heritage was released, dealing
with language policy, literature, books and
publishing. It located book development in a
broader context of multilingualism. The paper
recommended that a National Book Policy be
developed, tying literacy to economic
development and the wider goals of the
National Development Plan.

More recently, the South African Human
Rights Commission (SAHRC) has become
involved in the literacy space. On International
Literacy Day 2021, the SAHRC launched its
position paper and campaign on the Right to
Read and Write – aimed at ensuring that all
children are able to read and write with
understanding by the age of ten. The
constitutional right to a basic education is
‘immediately realisable.’ However, as the
SAHRC notes, this right can only be realised
once a person has an ability to read and write.
Without this ability, the constitutional right to
basic education remains fundamentally
unfulfilled.

"According to academics,
economically-speaking, GDP
per capita would be 23% to 30%
higher if all South Africans were
sufficiently literate to
participate in the formal
economy."

Dr Xolisa Guzula laments the lack of
political impetus to widen and decolonise

the concept of literacy in South Africa - with
an ongoing emphasis on phonological

awareness and comprehension as “the only
way to teach children to read for meaning.”

4

5
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https://www.education.gov.za/Home/Read2Lead/tabid/976/Default.aspx
https://nect.org.za/in-the-media/nect-news/what-is-the-national-reading-coalition
https://www.polity.org.za/article/sahrc-launched-the-right-to-read-and-write-campaign-on-8th-september-2021-an-important-development-for-the-right-to-a-basic-education-2021-09-13/searchString:
https://ideas.repec.org/p/sza/wpaper/wpapers113.html
https://ideas.repec.org/p/sza/wpaper/wpapers113.html


Technological developments have deeply affected the way
people interact with literature over the last ten years. The
sphere of technology is an area of innovation and
excitement for the literacy sector – and it is where the
most sizable and positive shifts seem to have taken place.

According to the World Bank, in 2011 there were 123
phones per 100 people in South Africa. By 2021, that
number had risen to 161 phones per 100 people. Data
costs remain prohibitively expensive, but low- or no-data
apps and free Wifi-Access points are countering this.

Developments in the technological space have led to
“pathways to literacy for marginalized groups, particularly
women and girls, and others who may not have access to
paper books,” according to UNESCO. Indeed, research
has found that on FunDza’s mobi site, girls exhibit more
reading behaviour than boys. 

NGOs such as the African Storybook Project have
responded to the opportunity offered by technology with
their exciting platform where writers, translators, teachers
and illustrators collaborate to create local digital stories.
There are other international NGOs such as Worldreader
that also use technology for the promotion of literacy.

For literacy experts like Dr Guzula, it is through
technological prisms and active collectives that the
reconceptualization of literacy is most actively taking
place. Access to the internet is allowing spaces to be
created in which South Africans are creating and
interacting with literacy in a different way - and these
shifts, according to Dr. Guzula, have resulted in “literacy
being seen in another way.” Catherine Langsford, the
National Chairperson of the Literacy Association of South
Africa, highlights how young people are reading and
writing “far more than they ever have before because of
access to cell phones,” which, in turn, has led to a
“matur[ing] in our understanding of what cell phones can
do and what role they play in terms of literacy.”

The transformative power of the internet and smartphones
is welcomed - but access to this remains cut along income
lines.  UNESCO found that ‘only 40 per cent of the world’s
population is online.’ 
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Prohibitively expensive data costs in South
Africa have prevented many people accessing
literacy through their cell phones. However,
the relatively recent introduction of zero-rated
(data-free) apps and sites (such as the FunDza
mobi site) have increased access. 

From its inception, FunDza has made low data
a priority for the site, both for cost reasons,
and for phone capacity. FunDza readers
generally do not have the latest smartphone.
FunDza has been fortunate to have had
partners such as Mxit, and later FreeBasics
and Moya Messenger, that enable readers to
access FunDza for free. Usage increases
dramatically when readers do not have to pay
for data, and this remains a vital part of
FunDza’s success.

On phones-
using technology

90%
access FunDza.mobi
via a mobile phone

68% access FunDza via
Moya and 14% via 

 Freebasics.

"Instead of going out into

the troubled world, I would

rather stay at home and

read stories on my phone"

6. 

Source: Data from FunDza 2020/1
annual reader survey

FunDza reader

https://data.worldbank.org/indicator/IT.CEL.SETS.P2?locations=ZA
https://reliefweb.int/sites/reliefweb.int/files/resources/227436e.pdf
https://issuu.com/dgmurraytrust_issuu/docs/e4_aug_2015_4th_draft
https://www.africanstorybook.org/
https://www.worldreader.org/
https://reliefweb.int/sites/reliefweb.int/files/resources/227436e.pdf
https://docs.google.com/document/d/1sVYrYC8_c0nproYVTT44IRkXBlIAQegA/edit#heading=h.852swj1cixw4


Since FunDza started, there has been a growing
recognition of the importance of local literature by black
writers. In 2015, Blackbird Books was established to
publish largely black writers who ‘would otherwise not get
the attention they deserve’. New Africa Books, under the
leadership of Dusanka Stojakovic, has developed
children’s books and comics by black writers in English and
in indigenous languages. Jacana Media is an example of
another publisher which has published local children’s
books in English and indigenous languages.

However the situation is not easy. In 2008, the SABDC said
that limited funding - compared to other countries which
enjoy dedicated government funding and programmes -
played into low levels of literacy.

Funding and cash-flow difficulties for smaller publishers
means publishing books without wide demand is
economically difficult. A lack of mechanisms to ensure fair
payment and support mechanisms for children's authors
working in indigenous languages for authors mean few
indigenous language books are published for the general
market.

FunDza itself was originally established by a new young
publisher, Cover2Cover Books, that very quickly realised
that their dream of creating books for young people in the
townships – even in English - was not financially viable.
They established FunDza to lead the reading promotion
aspects of their work. For eight years, FunDza held a
shareholding in Cover2Cover Books so that it could use it
as its publishing partner and ensure a steady supply of
relevant and appropriate titles for its work. FunDza later
divested in Cover2Cover Books, but the company
continues as a business, mainly supplying government with
literature titles.

Many new children’s books in indigenous languages have
been created by NGOs such as Room to Read and Book
Dash. Nal’ibali, established by the Project for the Study of
Alternative Education in South Africa (PRAESA) in 2012, is
a national reading-for-enjoyment campaign.

Funzine

3
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Nal'ibali has successfully published children’s
books as newspaper supplements. However
this is a different economic ecosystem; books
distributed by NGOs are seldom available in
bookstores or libraries.

Local books aimed at teenagers are rarely
published in South Africa. Competitions such
as the Sanlam Prize for Youth Literature or the
previous Maskew Miller Longman award assist
with motivation. However, unless these titles
are prescribed as set works by the Department
of Education, they do not penetrate far into
South Africa’s book market.

When FunDza started, it distributed hard copy
teen novels to local beneficiaries, and had very
positive responses. It also experimented with
cheaper pocket booklets with less durability.
However, it has recently decided to work
solely with online material due to both capacity
and funding as book production, distribution
and monitoring are expensive and time-
consuming. FunDza closed this programme
and donated its stock of hardcopy books to
Biblionef to distribute as this is Biblionef’s core
business. FunDza now concentrates on
commissioning, creating and publishing
content for its online fundza.mobi platform. 

The book trade

"Reading on Fundza.mobi 

has helped me to regain my

confidence in reading and

writing."

6
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FunDza reader

Original FunDza content in print

Original FunDza content published online

18
Anthologies
and books

Pocket
booklets

18

Plays

201999
Short

stories
Blogs & feature

articles

795

https://blackbirdbooks.africa/about-us/
https://newafricabooks.com/
https://jacana.co.za/
https://cover2cover.co.za/
https://www.roomtoread.org/
https://bookdash.org/
https://nalibali.org/
http://fundza.mobi/
https://docs.google.com/document/d/1sVYrYC8_c0nproYVTT44IRkXBlIAQegA/edit#heading=h.852swj1cixw4


Looking back over the literacy landscape of the last ten
years, one could think that little has shifted. There is still
concern about our education system and the pedagogy of
teaching literacy. There are still too few books in homes.
The book trade continues to struggle to sell local titles to a
broad-based audience. 

The wider context has also not improved - South Africa has
the highest unemployment rates in its history (and in the
world), and the problems of corruption, crime, gender-
based violence and other problems linked to poverty are
still dire.

Similarly, it is no less important now than it was ten years
ago for young people to develop good functional literacy
skills so that they can succeed - whether at school, at work
or in their broader lives. 

However, there is a growing recognition of the importance
of literacy and reading for enjoyment, and there is a strong
call for more local exciting materials that engage young
people. Importantly, more individuals, organisations and
groups are taking up the challenge to get involved.

This can be seen in various initiatives such as the President
Ramaphosa's Virtual Reading Club. Innovative booksellers
and book distributors are promoting reading, and
organisations such as IBBY SA (International Board of
Books for Young People South Africa) and LITASA are
growing stronger. Academic research into literacy and
reading for pleasure is expanding, and there is a growing
number of projects and programmes run by a wide range of
civil society organisations that are focusing on getting
young people reading and writing and learning.

It is true that much of what is happening at present remains
uncoordinated. However, achieving systemic change is
complex, and requires a multi-pronged approach to have
long-lasting results. 

We need a supportive policy framework that values
literacy: we need educators - from the early years to the
later ones - who are skilled and equipped to impart the
foundations of literacy and inspire continuous learning.
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We need schools to prioritise reading and have
funding for resources. We need homes with
caregivers who have access to and a love for
books. We need inspiring writers who can tell
our stories in all of our languages. We need
literary festivals and sponsorships for writers
and storytellers. We need innovative
production and distribution systems to reduce
the costs of books and reading content. And,
we need stories that reflect our diversity and
show every young person that their life and
story is worthy of being told.

Mignon Hardie, founding director of FunDza,
reflects: "I'm proud of the work that FunDza
has done over the last ten years to help fill
some of these gaps. From our reader feedback
we can see that we are inspiring reading in
homes, in taxis and at school. We can see that
young people are learning about themselves
and the world around them. We can see that
our stories are encouraging young people to
pick up the pen and become writers too. It is
heartening to know that we are not alone in
this quest. Thank you to all who are playing a
part in helping to shift our literacy landscape." 

Conclusion

"We can see that we are
inspiring reading in homes, in
taxis and at school. We can
see that our stories are
encouraging young people to
pick up the pen and become
writers too."

"FunDza has taught me to
appreciate, and even to write,
stories that are authentically 

South African."

8. 

FunDza reader



References
1.Commissioned by Department of Arts and Culture Dec (2006) National Survey into the Reading and Book Reading Behaviour of Adult South Africans (not available online)

2. It is important to note that prior to 2009 StatsSA findings were based on the level of schooling attained. Those who had completed Grade 7 were considered to be functionally literate.
Currently, ‘functional literacy’ is based on a question requiring respondents to indicate the level of difficulty they have in reading newspapers, magazines and books in at least one
language, or write a letter in at least one language. This is self-reported and not tested through the survey.

Dr Xolisa Guzula, Lecturer in Language and Literacy Studies, School of Education, University of Cape Town,
Catherine Langsford, National Chairperson, Literacy Association of South Africa,
Arthur Attwell, Co-founder and Managing Director, BookDash,
Catherine Kell, Associate Professor, Language and Literacy in Education, University of Cape Town and
Colleen Higgs, Publishing Director, Modjaji Books.

3 - 7. First Rand Empowerment Foundation (2018) Research study into the South African book sector with a focus on indigenous language reading materials required to facilitate primary
grade reading in children.

This study undertook a light literature review of research on literacy in South Africa, which was accompanied by interviews with the following literacy experts, whose insights are woven
into this report:

F U N D Z A  |  1 0  Y E A R S  O F  I M P A C T 1 3



B. 10 Lessons in 
 10 Years
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Since inception, we have been focused on
trying to understand who our readers and
writers are, what they want and what they
need so that they can become intrinsically
motivated to make positive literacy practices
a part of their daily lives. To do this, we have
collected large amounts of data, and solicited
feedback from our ‘Fanz’ readers and writers
to find out what makes them hooked on
reading and writing. Our online fundza.mobi
platform has meant that our users are able to
give us immediate feedback through
comments on the content and by completing
our frequent surveys. We can also measure
reading habits through our online stats, and
writing habits through the frequency and
quality of writing received.

Here are ten lessons we have learned about
what our Fanz want that has helped to shape
our work. 
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We knew when we were first established that the most
important thing was to have brilliant content – we
needed exciting and relatable stories to hook young
people in. Our readers constantly comment that our
stories make them reflect on their own lives, make
them feel less alone – and also offer them hope. This is
possibly also why endings are so important – our
readers often object to sad endings, or endings that
are unresolved. Sometimes, for thematic or stylistic
purposes, our writers choose these sorts of endings…
and we warn them that our readers will complain! 

    Exciting local stories…
with good endings

Our weekly stories were initially serialized, so were
strictly 7 chapters with each chapter ending on a
cliff-hanger. Although this worked well initially, we
soon learned that our more regular readers were
getting frustrated by this drip-feed approach. They
started feeling cheated if chapters were too short –
and so our chapters got longer and longer (which
isn’t ideal when reading on a phone). 

So we changed to launching the whole story on the
Friday, and we could see from our data that this
increased the number of readers who read a story
from start to finish. It was also less constricting for
writers, who no longer had to adhere to the strict
seven chapter rule, and we could have shorter
chapters, and more of them.

     The whole story all 
at once

     Stories written by
young people themselves
Initially, FunDza’s content was developed primarily
by older professional writers (though material was
developed in consultation with young readers), who
were mainly white. However, as our mentorship
programme has strengthened, and FunDza readers
have become FunDza writers, the majority of stories
produced are now written by young writers who
have progressed through our mentorship
programme. Encouragingly, these stories are often
some of the most popular stories on the site –
recording extremely high reads, completion rates,
likes and comments.

1

2

3
We have always been

proud of our agility and
our ability to learn and

innovate. 



As described in the literary landscape, FunDza was
founded primarily as a reading organisation, with content
creation by professional writers. But then our readers
became inspired by the stories they read that reflected
their lives and worlds, and started sending in their work. 

We wanted to ensure ‘quality’ to keep our readers hooked,
but we also wanted to be able to support these aspiring
writers. So we opened a ‘Fanz’ section on the site where
readers could send in their own work to be published, after
a light edit to remove mistakes. We also ran face-to-face
workshops for partner organisations and researched the
benefits of writing and the best ways of developing it both
through evaluating our own work and reading studies from
elsewhere.

This writing part of the site has grown in leaps and bounds.
It has been the least ‘scaleable’ of our programmes as each
piece needed editing and then uploading, and yet the
number of writing submissions is increasing steadily. There
are backlogs and frustrations…

Thus we are now launching our new writing platform where
writers will be able to upload their own writing. It will not
be edited, but will be monitored and moderated. There will
be writing challenges and workshops, and talented writers
will be identified and developed to become part of our
professional pool. 

We saw from responses to one of our earlier stories by
Sonwabiso Ngcowa, about a young lesbian who falls in
love with a foreigner (thus tackling xenophobia and
homophobia in one short story), just how stories could
touch people’s hearts and so even change attitudes. We
then commissioned and developed stories with overt
educational aims, in some cases working with partners
such as UNHCR, Corruption Watch and Freedom House, to
name a few. We were always very careful not to make the
story didactic, and to keep it character and plot-based. In
order to bring out the ‘lessons’ more effectively without
compromising the story, we have done a variety of things.
For some projects we have had a connected booklet that
provides information or advice, with others (such as our
financial literacy stories written in collaboration with
Momentum Metropolitan Foundation) each story chapter is
followed by an information section that unpacks the topics
raised in the story, and with others we include an extra
‘chapter’ at the end called Talking Points which used the
story as a basis for more exploration. All of these methods
have proved effective ways of using stories as vehicles for
discussion, reflection and education.

     Stories that make them
think

    Writing in a range of
genres

Our initial focus was fiction, and that remains one of our
main features. Fiction and story remain one of the most
effective ways of developing imagination, empathy and
critical thinking skills.

However, as we got a clearer picture of our readers and
their needs and interests, we decided to add other
elements, and started branching out into blogs and articles
soon after inception. This has become an entrenched
feature of the site, and some young talented readers have
become contributors here too. 

There have been personal opinion blogs (eg What’s
poppin’ ekasi, and more recently, Ekasi with Amajita),
blogs on fashion and style, articles on social issues as well
as on general knowledge topics. One of the most enduring
blogs has been MindSpace, which is where writers reflect
on what personal issues illustrate about the social context
we live in.

 A chance to write

Opportunities to learn
FunDza’s online courses first came about in response to a
request from an extra-mural support programme who
wanted online reading material, and activities to go with
them. We then had the facility to offer these courses to
our readers generally – and they responded
enthusiastically. Many Fanz describe how they want to
learn, to develop, but don’t have access to free
education. FunDza courses offer them purpose as well as
a chance to develop their skills. 

It has been very encouraging to see from data analysis
that our courses do have a positive impact on the literacy
development. A recent evaluation found that those
individuals who have completed three or more courses
tend to score significantly better on course quizzes than
those who’ve completed only one or two courses. The
same evaluation found that the more courses that
participants do, the more their literacy improves. In
particular, participants seem to benefit the most after
taking three courses.
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This is
my story

4

6

5
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While we aim to encourage readers and writers to become
intrinsically motivated to read, write and learn, we also
recognise that incentives can become a powerful means of
developing new behaviours. 

We’ve experimented with a wide variety of competitions
and promotions in the past – from hosting readathons and
course competitions, to writing challenges and survey
competitions. 

Initially we thought that we needed to offer expensive
prizes as incentives. We’ve discovered, however, that more
smaller cash prizes is actually a bigger incentive than a
single large prize. Airtime – which is always sought-after
and prized – can be a great motivator too. Readers and
writers also love receiving goodie bags and t-shirts – these
make them feel special and part of a community.

With our courses, users are able to download a certificate
once they have successfully completed the course. This
has proved extremely popular and many participants
comment on the affirmation it gives them.

Courses that form part of competitions also have higher
completion rates, and we have used that as a way to
promote financial literacy, constitutional literacy as well as
information about gender issues with various partners.

Prizes and incentives      Removing the barriers to
participation
Without a doubt one of the biggest barriers to participation
is the high cost of data. We know that our readers have
little disposable income to spend on buying airtime and
data so ensuring that they are able to connect with us at no
or low cost, is vital to our growth and success.

The fundza.mobi platform was zero-rated by all mobile
networks in June 2020, which is a boon for our readers.
Prior to this, readers could access our services at no data
cost through partnerships with Freebasics and Moya
Messenger. We are extremely grateful to both services for
this connection as these platforms not only mean that
readers can access us datafree, but they also act as a
marketing space – increasing the discoverability of our
platform to a broad user market.

Connection with others
We can see from comments and feedback that our readers
and writers value the feeling of being in a FunDza
community. They are interested in engaging with each
other, and often leave congratulatory comments on other
Fanz writing work. Sometimes they will try to use the
comment section as a way to meet others. Unfortunately
for privacy and protection purposes, we do not offer this
function. 

Our WhatsApp reading groups for reading group
facilitators, which demonstrated how to use reading
groups with WhatsApp using our materials, were very
popular – users enjoyed discussing the texts with each
other in voicenotes or texts. We would like to see how we
can facilitate this kind of ‘book club’ connection without
compromising our users’ privacy.

At FunDza, we have always been
proud of our agility and our
ability to learn and innovate. 

We are sure that the next 10
years there will be more change
and growth as we ourselves
expand and also remain
responsive to the pressing needs
of our FunDza Fanz community.
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10. Annexures
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See our full data map here >

Heat map
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FunDza readers are located all over South Africa - and Africa!

https://www.google.com/maps/d/u/2/edit?mid=1at20BBxCDj1PPYPPggRnu5bStQ_TgYH2&usp=sharing


91%

92%

86%
and 13% via website

79%

No jobs and opportunities

Poverty and lack of
financial support

44%

39%

49%

FunDza's
impact 

73%

Readers aged
below 18 years

Education and
Literature

79% have 10 books
or less at
home

are currently
studying97%

81%
access FunDza via a

mobile phone

79%  access FunDza via
Moya Messenger app

or Freebasics.

73% read at least once a week
with 39% reading almost every day
63% spend more than 30
minutes on FunDza per day and
19% spend up to 30 minutes per
day.

said that their reading
has improved 'quite a
lot' or 'very much'

are now reading more
because of FunDza

enjoy reading more now
because of FunDza

It has improved my life 
because most FunDza books have
life lessons. Writers write stories

that are so realistic they give
important life lessons. It has taught

me a lot about 
life and love life.

I have really noticed the difference when I have
conversations with my peers. My vocabulary has

increased tremendously. I am always looking forward to
coming back from school and logging in to the FunDza

site. I have learned that in life, everyday is a new day to
learn something new.

FEMALE

Home life

75%
live with 4-

9 people

Top 3 spoken
languages

Zulu
English
Xhosa

Their
reality

Major Social Issues

No hope for the future

22%

13%

18%

Lack of access to
quality education

Ratings of challenges facing youth in communities

13%

9%

Drugs and alcohol

rely on 
social grants 

rely on 
parents' income

don't know their
household income

Writing

81%

17% have submitted
writing at least once
to FunDza

say FunDza has
improved their

writing

My home life is simple. I come from a loving and responsible
home. I have been taught the difference between right and
wrong, and I always try to make the right choices. I don't
want to make choices that leave me with regrets. In my
community, I am surrounded by all people with different

cultures, religions and upbringings

At home, we value school, getting educated 
and going to church. Family comes first. Sometimes we

struggle to make ends meet. We are a big happy
family. My community is good - it's just that it is faced

with unemployed youth and gangsterism is high.

said that FunDza has made a
significant positive impact
in their life in other ways

Taught me life lessons 
Improved English / reading / writing skills 
Kept me busy / out of trouble 
Taught me how to deal with challenges 
Personal development / growth

1.
2.
3.
4.
5.

Gauteng
KwaZulu-Natal
Western Cape
Eastern Cape

Main impact of FunDza on readers' lives:
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Meet Ziyanda

My family, my community and me

My worry

I come from a dynamic family and we have gone
through a lot together. That’s why we have a real
sense of unity. But, I’m not going to lie to you, things
are tough.

My FunDza

Hi! My name is Ziyanda. I am 15 years old and I live with
my family in the Madlankala area of Richards Bay. I go to
the nearby high school. Like many other people in my
area, we live in an informal wooden shack. The
Madlankala community is caring and diverse. I love that I
get to learn more about different cultures and religions
through the people that surround me. 

I come from a dynamic family and we have gone through
a lot together. That’s why we have a real sense of unity.
But, I’m not going to lie to you, things are tough and
sometimes we go to bed without food. We depend on a
social grant every month. My mother believes that I will
be able to change our situation one day. I hope I can do
that - but I am still so young. 

Being a teenager, I worry about what my peers are doing.
There is a lot of drug and alcohol abuse around me. Many
people my age have dropped out of school because of
this. We live in a community that lacks opportunities, has
little service delivery and has high unemployment rates. I
think this makes drug and alcohol abuse worse. I want to
stay away from this, so that I can finish school, get a job
and support my family. 

Whenever I need to escape from my worries, or if I am just
having a bad day, I log into FunDza to read. This helps me
to switch off and forget about what is going on in my life. I
have learnt so many life lessons through FunDza. My
favourite stories to read are about other teenagers going
through similar things to me. Through reading about others’
similar experiences, I have found help and solace -
sometimes in the most subtle ways. 

I first found FunDza on the Moya Messaging app. Not only
do I now have access to stories written by people like me,
but it has helped me improve my English too! Before,
speaking English in front of other people made me feel
nervous and anxious.

I always felt like I was fumbling and saying the wrong thing.
Now I am confident and I love speaking English! It has even
improved my English marks at school - that has been one of
my biggest achievements. 

Thanks to FunDza, I now read more than ever before
because I can access the platform for free. I’ve completed
a few courses through FunDza too. These courses have
taught me more about the problems we face in society and
how to tackle these issues. 

They have shown me what is right, what is wrong and how
to treat people. I think these lessons from FunDza would be
beneficial to the people in my community.
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73%

No jobs and opportunities

Poverty and lack of
financial support

89%

91%

86%

53%

30%

72% 27%
have at least

one child

Kept me busy / out of trouble
Personal development / growth 
Taught life lessons 
Source of information
 Improved English/reading/writing
skills

1.
2.
3.
4.
5.

FEMALE

88%

Zulu
English

Xhosa

Readers aged
19-21 years 

Home life

Their
reality

Education and
Literature

Writing

FunDza's
impact 

51%
live with 4-9

people

rely on social grants 

rely on parents income

said that FunDza has made a
significant positive impact in

their life in other ways

79%

12% Have submitted
writing at least
once to FunDza

say FunDza has
improved their writing

Major Social Issues

Drugs and alcohol

No hope for the future

29%

12%

22%

11%

access FunDza via a
mobile phone

81% access FunDza via
Moya Messenger or

Freebasics.

64% read at least once a week
with 31% reading almost every day
33% spend more than 30 minutes
on FunDza per day and 25% spend
up to 30 minutes per day

said that their reading has
improved 'quite a lot' or 'Very
much'

are now reading more
because of FunDza

enjoy reading more now
because of FunDza

59% have 10 books
or less at home

My home life is complicated sometimes because we are
eight people with only two breadwinners which makes it

hard to get by sometimes. Unemployment in my
community is a big problem.Youngsters are wandering

around everyday with no goals some even resort to
gangsterism.

I used to be scared when the
teacher asked questions in the
classroom because I was not

confident when it comes to speaking
in English in front of the class and

teachers. Now I can speak in public
with confidence.

are studying60%

I'm from a village named Mmotong. It's one of the most
dangerous places in Limpopo.Youth are exposed to drugs and

alcohol and this often leads to a high crime rate. But to be
honest there's talent and skills in my community - but sadly no

opportunities or platforms to showcase our talents. After all its a
nice place to be around: so much love and respect lives there.

9% Lack of access to 
quality education

Top 3 spoken
languages

Ratings of challenges facing youth in communities
have completed
matric65%

and 11% via the website

My confidence is on another level. It is true that knowledge is
power. With the knowledge I consume with Fundza I've learned a

lot and I've used what I have learned to enhance my growth.
Personal growth and lifestyle change is now my new passion as I
now look for ways to grow and equip myself to become a better
person. And all thanks to FunDza for inspiration and knowledge.

Gauteng
KwaZulu-Natal

Limpopo
North West

Main impact of FunDza on readers' lives:
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Meet Anathi

Me, my family and my community

Hi! I’m Anathi and I am 20 years old. I live in an informal
settlement in East London with my mom and two sisters. At
the back, in the yard, my grandmother lives with my aunt and
cousins. My mom is the only person working right now. The
rest of my family relies on social grants. Luckily, some of the
financial pressure is lifted because I am a student and can
live off the allowance that I get from my bursary. 

Like many other young people and children in my community,
my dad was not really involved in my life. When he came
home, he was like a visitor. He would only come home when
he wanted money from my mom. When he was working, he
did not come home. 

My mother pushes me to follow my dreams, have goals and to
be a leader. She encourages me to be brave. Even through
our hardships, she tries to ensure that my sisters and I have
equal opportunities and achieve all our dreams. We are not
rich, but unity and love keep us together. Some other young
people in the community don’t have this kind of support.
There is also the issue of 'abantu bazothini syndrome', which
holds people back. I am so glad I was not raised with that

I see so much talent and skill in my community - but I don’t
see any opportunities or platforms to showcase our talents.
That’s why many young people turn to drugs, alcohol and
crime. It makes me so sad to see the youth losing hope in
their dreams. 

My worry

My FunDza

My biggest worry is not finding work after I
complete my studies. My mom has always
been so supportive, even when it has been
tough on her. I would like to be able to help
her support the family. I achieved good
marks in Matric and I am now studying a B-
Com in Business Management. I worry that
I might make it all this way only to sit at
home. I guess it is important that I try to
stay positive, and listen to what my mom
taught us.

I couldn’t be more grateful to have been
introduced to the FunDza platform at this
time in my life. I spend a lot of time at home
when I am not at university. I read on
FunDza.mobi to keep my mind from drifting
away and thinking negative thoughts. 

I've even tried out some open courses on
the mobi site. For each one I receive a
completion certificate, which makes me
feel really good. And the stories have
inspired me. Now, in between studying and
reading, I write too!

We are not rich, but unity and love keeps us
together. Some other young people in the
community don't have this kind of support.
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73%

No jobs and opportunities

Poverty and lack 
of financial support

90%

91%

86%

54%

26%

71% 46%
have at least

one child

Taught life lessons 
Improved English/reading/writing skills 
Source of information
Kept me busy / out of trouble
Personal development / growth

1.
2.
3.
4.
5.

FEMALE

93%

Zulu
Xhosa
English

Readers aged
22-24 years

Home life

Their
reality

Education and
Literature

Writing

FunDza's
impact 

70%
live with 4-9

people

rely on social grants 

rely on parents income

said that FunDza has made a
significant positive impact in

their life in other ways

81%

12% have submitted
writing at least
once to FunDza

say FunDza has
improved their writing

Major Social Issues

Drugs and alcohol

No hope for the future

34%

11%

24%

10%

access FunDza via a
mobile phone

83% Access FunDza via
Moya Messenger or

Freebasics.

67% read at least once a
week with 32% reading almost
every day
33% spend more than 30
minutes on FunDza per day
and 21% spend up to 30
minutes per day

said that their reading has
improved 'quite a lot' or
'very much'

are now reading more
because of FunDza

enjoy reading more now
because of FunDza

I come from a home of 12 of which 3 are unemployed
graduates (including myself). We mainly depend on social

grants as most of us are unemployed. Our community is filled
with well-educated youth who are unemployed. 8 out of 10

youth have passed their Matric and completed their university
studies. Most are willing to do postgraduate studies but are

unable due to financial issues.

I'm more outspoken and if something
is needed to be said, I make sure I
make people see how it makes me
feel. I'm more confident with who I
am and what I stand for and that's

what fundza.mobi has done to
change and improve 

my life.

My parents are both not working we are
depending on my social grant. We are living in a
house with two rooms. One of the rooms we use
as a kitchen and a bedroom. We lack water, so
for the community we don't receive all our needs

from the government.

7% Lack of access to
quality education

Top 3 spoken
languages

Ratings of challenges facing youth in communities

84% have 10 books
or less at home

are currently
studying23%
have completed Matric.
Only 7.8% completed
tertiary education65%

and 11% via website

I was shy at school but now that I'm used to reading
whenever I feel like reading I just do whether I'm alone
or with family. It helps my children a lot because I read

for them and they see how I read. It makes it easier
when I ask them to read for me.

Gauteng
KwaZulu-Natal

Limpopo
North West

Main impact of FunDza on readers' lives:
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Meet Amahle

My family, my community and me

As a family, we don’t have much - in fact we
hardly make ends meet - but we are happy
because we have each other and we try to
keep our heads above water.

My worry

My FunDza

Hi! My name is Amahle. I am 23 years old and live in a town
called eMalahleni in Mpumalanga province. It means ‘the
place of coal’ because there’s lots of coal mining here. 

In our home, my father is the only person working. My
mother is our pillar of strength in every aspect of our lives. I
have two amazing older brothers and a great younger sister
who is still in school. Our house might not be perfectly built
or in a nice neighbourhood, but it’s definitely a home. As a
family, we don’t have much - in fact we hardly make ends
meet - but we are happy because we have each other and
we try to keep our heads above the water. 

We live in a good community where everyone is kind and
willing to help each other. I do wish that the community
was more open-minded though. People are stuck in their
ways. For example, it’s rare to see an inter-racial
friendship. The diversity in the FunDza stories and
languages has really made me connect with people on
another level. I love learning about other cultures and
experiences. I wish my community could enjoy this more
too. 

Even though I love my community, I cannot say that we
don't have any problems. It is sad to see the high level of
teenage pregnancies, use of drugs and violence. People
use drugs and alcohol to escape the challenges that they
face each and every day, but they don't realise that this has
a bad impact on their future and the community as a whole.

My neighbour has opened a gym to try and get the young
people off the streets and to give them a space where they
can be distracted in a healthy way. 

In our household, my brothers and I are unemployed
graduates. Our community is filled with well-educated youth
who are unemployed. I would say that eight out of ten youth
have passed their matric and completed their university
studies. Many are even wanting to continue with postgraduate
studies, but are unable to due to financial issues. 

I have learnt many empowering life lessons from FunDza. The
stories are inspiring as well as educating. They help me deal
with some of my day-to-day challenges. It is comforting to
know that there are other people out there dealing with the
same issues that I do. 

I really like the fact that it has helped me improve my English. I
would feel more confident going into a job interview now.
Ever since I started reading FunDza books, I know my purpose
in life. I learned to accept myself and stop comparing myself
to others.

Before signing up to FunDza, I spent most of my time scrolling
on the internet and social media looking at unimportant
content. When I started using the FunDza platform, I would
spend most of my time learning. I feel like FunDza has
sharpened my mentality and knowing that I spend my time on
my phone doing something that is beneficial makes me happy. 

I have a B-Tech in Textile Design, but I haven’t been able to
find work yet. I have sent out my CV many times. I really hope
I am able to find something soon. 
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No jobs and
opportunities

Poverty and lack of 
financial support

53%

16%

10%

66%

Their
reality

Writing

rely on 
social grants 

rely on 
parents income

rely on own
income

79%

11% have submitted
writing at least
once to FunDza

say FunDza has
improved their writing

Major Social Issues

Drugs and alcohol

No hope for the future

39%

12%

19%

9%

In my home, we live in a one room shack with my two kids. We
survive with social grant money but I always make sure my kids
get what they need. I take responsibility. It's not easy but I am
proud to have them. I don't get any support from my family. I
lost my mother in 2009 and that was the only person to cry to
because she raised us alone, my father abandoned us while I

was still in my mother's womb.

I am coming from a very poor background where we depend on my
grandmother's old age grant and a child support grant for two

children. All other family members including myself are
unemployed. I've applied at a University several times but I failed

to get financial support. In our community the number of
unemployed people is increasing rapidly each and every day

which leads to an increase of crime in our community.

9% Lack of access to 
quality education

Ratings of challenges facing youth in communities

FEMALE

Zulu
English
Xhosa

Home life

66%
Live with 4-

9 people

Top 3 spoken
languages69%

have at least
one child

FunDza's
impact 

70%
Improved English/reading/writing skill 
Source of information
Personal development / growth 
Taught me to see things from a
different perspective
Kept me busy / out of trouble

1.
2.
3.
4.

5.

said that FunDza has made a
significant positive impact
in their life in other ways

89%

91%

84%

94%

Education and
Literature

access FunDza via a
Mobile Phone

82% Access FunDza via
Moya Messenger or

Freebasics.

66% read at least once a
week with 35% reading
almost every day
54% spend more than 30
minutes on FunDza per
day and 22% spend up to 30
minutes per day

said that their reading
has improved 'quite a
lot' or 'Very much'

are now reading
more because of
FunDza

enjoy reading more
now because of
FunDza

Some life lessons stories [on FunDza] made me look
at life in a more positive way and treat others the way

I would like to be treated. I also improved my
knowledge about abuse.

89% have 10 books
or less at home

are currently
studying12%
have completed matric
Only 15% completed
tertiary. 51%

and 10% via website

I'm able to engage with various
conversations and debates on

different topics with people to make
my point. Also [I can] have an

opinion without holding back or
fearing that I might not be making

sense or using the wrong 
vocabulary.

Gauteng
KwaZulu-Natal

Limpopo
Eastern Cape

Readers aged
25-30 years

Main impact of FunDza on readers' lives:
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Meet Lizo

My family, my community and me My worry

My FunDza

My name is Lizo and I am 28 years old. I live in the Eastern
Cape with a humble and loving family. I live with my
girlfriend, our son and my mother. I am blessed that I have
an extraordinary mother. My father passed away in 2008,
but his short time with us has left a lasting impact. I am
proud to call him my father. He showed me what it is to be
a father, and I try to do the same to my son.

My mother, girlfriend and I are all unemployed and we rely
on social grants. This makes it very hard to make ends meet
on a daily basis - but I do see some changes. My
community is developing in terms of infrastructural
services. It is fairly well resourced and safe and we have a
great relationship with our neighbours. My community is
full of Ubuntu, but many people face challenges with
substance abuse. Many of my friends are into drugs. 

The problems with drugs and crime in my community,
sometimes makes keeping a positive mindset and working
hard towards a positive future, a bit difficult. 

At least my home is a very peaceful place and it is where I
want to spend most of my time - with my son, my girlfriend
and my mother. 

I am working hard to change things for my family and for
my community. I believe that, just like we look after the
people in our families, we need to do the same for the
people in our community. 

I am determined to make a change! 

I completed my diploma in Business Management in 2016
and since then I have been actively looking for a job
without any response. I have found some odd jobs here
and there, but for the most part it has been a real struggle. 

FunDza has improved my life in a positive way - especially
when it comes to reading and creative writing. Since
engaging with the platform, I have the confidence to
write more and even submitted a piece to FunDza, which
they published! 

FunDza helps me stay educated and informed. I really
enjoyed the finance courses, which teaches people how
to manage their money. The inspirational stories on the
platform fuel my hopes for the future and I can resonate
with so many of the stories that I read. FunDza has
improved my life because I now have courage that there is
a brighter future. 

My girlfriend and I are engaged. I need to find a job, so
that I can support her and my son. I want my son to have a
better life. 

My cousins live down the road. Together, we try to use our
time to develop the community. We support the soccer
club when they have tournaments and plough vegetables
in our yard to give to the community.

I have found some odd jobs here and there, but for the
most part it has been a real struggle. My girlfriend and
I are engaged. I need to find a job, so that I can
support her and my son. I want my son to have a better
life.
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72%

No jobs /
opportunities

91%

91%

83%

49%

22%

61%

66%
Readers aged 

31+ years

Poverty and lack of
financial support

94%

Their
reality

Education and
Literature

Writing

FunDza's
impact 

Improved English/reading/writing skills 
Kept me busy / out of trouble
Source of information
Cheered me up / helped with stress and
mental well-being 
Taught me to love reading / become an
active reader

1.
2.
3.
4.

5.

rely on 
social grants 

rely on 
own income

are unemployed

said that FunDza has made a
significant positive impact in

their life in other ways

76%

19% have submitted
writing at least
once to FunDza

say FunDza has
improved their writing

Major Social Issues

Drugs and alcohol

No hope for the future

35%

12%

13%

10%

access FunDza via a
mobile phone

86%  access FunDza via
Moya Messenger or

Freebasics.

85% read at least once a week
with 34% reading almost every
day
58 spend more than 30
minutes on FunDza per day and
21% spend up to 30 minutes per
day.

said that their reading
has improved 'quite a
lot' or 'Very much'

are now reading
more because of
FunDza

enjoy reading more
now because of
FunDza

I'm a father of two young girls and not working
living with social grant of my children, they're

mother died. There are young boy's and girls who
used drugs and alcohol around my community.

To be able to engage with fellow writers from all walks of
life is an invaluable experience because you can learn from
everyone, no matter their age, experience etc. To belong to
a community of writers and readers, under the guidance of

Fundza mentorship, is a special privilege.

I live with my children (3) and my late sister's children (2). We
are always locked in the yard and we only go out if we are going
to buy something or the kids are going to school. Our community

is exposed to drugs that is why I don't want my children to go
out. The community consists of not more than 10 thousand

people and 75% of them are unemployed.

7% Lack of access to
quality education

Ratings of challenges facing youth in communities

FEMALE

Zulu
English
Sesotho

Home life

67%
Live with 4-

9 people

Top 3 spoken
languages89%

have at least
one child

80% have 10 books
or less at home

have completed
matric46%
have completed tertiary
or have a post graduate
degree. 12%

Now I can read for my
children if they bring their

books and I can explain to
them what is written.

Gauteng
KwaZulu-Natal
Western Cape

Free State

Main impact of FunDza on readers' lives:

2 8



Meet Asemahle

My family, my community
and me

My worry

My FunDza

Hi! My name is Asemahle and I am 33 years
old. I live in my family home on the outskirts of
Pietermaritzburg. I live with my boyfriend, my
80-year-old mother, my sister and her two
children. I am the breadwinner at home and my
mother gets a small pension. My boyfriend
finds some odd jobs too.

My home life is very good. We are a close-knit
family who are caring and supportive. We love
reading together and working as a team. 

We live in a supportive community too, but we
see the usual problems of crime, lack of
opportunities and bad service delivery.

Because we form a strong team as a family, we
feel able to envisage a better South Africa. I
do, however, worry about the future for the
younger South African generations. I look at
my sister's children and worry about the
opportunities they will have and the
environment that they are growing up in. 

I think it is very important for us to all work
together, to make the country a better place
for young South Africans - they are our future. 

Reading makes me relax. It is like going on
holiday while you stay at home. Through
reading you can explore the world.

I am very lucky to be working in a good job and to be able to provide for
my family. But I worry about the lack of opportunity for others -
especially young people. I am very involved with community
development for school going children in the area. I am looking at
starting my own reading club for children in the neighbourhood. The
reading club will mainly focus on children from Grade R to Grade 4. It
will be in both Zulu and English. I am hoping this will make some kind of
impact on a community level.

Reading for me is a means of relaxing and de-stressing. Reading is like
going on holiday even while you stay at home. Through reading you can
explore the world, and I can fly away from Pietermaritzburg for a while. It
has reconnected me with my younger self, because I used to love
reading - but I stopped when I started working.

I have completed many courses on the FunDza platform too. Both the
courses and the stories that I read have really helped with my
confidence when it comes to speaking English. I feel more at ease when
I speak to my English speaking work colleagues and I find it easier to
help my sister's children with their English school work. So in a way, it
eases some of the worries I have for the future generations of my family
and community.

I would like to see my boyfriend working too. I try to encourage him to
go on courses, grow his confidence and maybe find a job at some point,
but I think it has to go slowly. He does small jobs and sells some food
items but I believe in his ability to do more.
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67% 20%

68%

25%

Performed the
writing piece

20%
Pubished on
Social Media

80%

Home life
household income is

between R0-5000

At school at a
talent show and a
competition I've

recently auditioned
for and lastly my

social media pages
especially

WhatsApp.

I used my writing
in a motivational
talk I was doing

for primary school
kids.

Writers aged 
13-24 years

School
39% 21%

I've used my poems in schoolassembly and radios.Sometimes when they ask usto write a poem in school Ichoose on my work andsubmit I get good marks.

Their
Education

Where else they use their FunDza writing

59%

29%
via mobile

via pen
& paper

FEMALE

81%

Writing Submitted

FunDza's impact 71%

How they submit writing

access FunDza
via website

access FunDza via
Freebasics.

69% read at least
once a week
with 26% reading
almost every dayIn poetry evenings at school I have read out

my poetry. I used my poetry on my
Instagram profile as well, with readings

done on Instagram Live.

don't know their
household income

9%
have completed
some stuy after
matric

49%
completed
secondary
school/matric 

71%
are currently
studying

Interacting
with FunDza

Top 5 Impacts on writing Impact on personal development

Improved grammar and/or punctuation

Improved editing skills

Improved vocabulary

Improved story-telling
abilities

Improved thinking skills or
problem-solving skills

More confidence to express myself through
writing

Being inspired to write more frequently

Feeling a sense of
belonging in the writing
community

Believing more that what
I write about is important

Improved self-esteem from
seeing an improvement in
my writing

poems

28% stories or
essays

Types of writing submitted

Second most used
method is email 33%

have told or shared with
someone about their writing

40%
have
completed an
open course
on fundza

50% submit via
Whatsapp  

Gauteng
Limpopo

Western Cape
Eastern Cape
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22%

15%

80%

Home life Writers aged 
25+ years52% 47%

39%
have a college or
university
qualification 

published on
external media

39%

household income is 
greater than R5000

Their
Education

performed the
writing piece

24% 21%
published on
Social Media

I self-
published a

children's book
with one of the

stories I
published with

Fundza.

I once submitted my writingsat my my secondary level ofschooling, and they wereextremely happy.

Where else they use their FunDza writing

61%

Writing Submitted

FunDza's impact 65%

How they submit writing

access FunDza
via website

access FunDza via
Moya Messenger

63% read at least
once a week
with 20% reading
almost every dayI read my poem at a slam poetry

session held at Johannesburg
cultural museum.

Interacting
with FunDza

Top 5 Impacts on writing Impact on personal development

Improved grammar and/or punctuation

Improved editing skills

Improved vocabulary

Improved story-telling abilities

Improved thinking skills or
problem-solving skills

More confidence to express
myself through writing

Being inspired to write more frequently

Feeling a sense of belonging
in the writing community

Believing more that
what I write about is
important

Improved self-esteem from
seeing an improvement in
my writing

poems

35% stories or
essays

Types of writing submitted

have told or shared with
someone about their writing

33%
have
completed an
open course
on fundza

Gauteng
Limpopo

Western Cape
Eastern Cape

are working
36%FEMALE

MALE

20%
are currently
studying

5% plays

57%
21%
via mobile

via pen &
paper

second most used
method is email 32%

20%

53% submit
via WhatsApp  

via computer

I've shared my
pieces for online
competitions and
among peers in
workshops and

classes.
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