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RESEARCH has shown that literacy 
and language development does 
not happen through rote learning, 
testing or correcting mistakes and 
pronunciation. Nor does it happen 
when a teacher mechanically fol-
lows a standard lesson plan.

While observing teaching prac-
tice between 1992 and 2002, I wit-
nessed, with few variations, the 
same model of  a reading lesson: 

The children sit obediently in 
rows, some of  them restless. The 
teacher reads a paragraph from a 
text in the reader. She asks a learner 
to read the paragraph aloud.

The teacher corrects him every 
time he makes a mistake or mispro-
nounces a word. The teacher reads 
the sentence back to him in the “cor-
rect’ way. The class then all answer 
the same set of  simple, one-word 
questions or fill in missing words in 
an assessment exercise.

In these lessons, there was no 
storytelling on the part of  the teach-
er or the children, and no learner 
participation or interactive listen-
ing. I would observe with dismay 
how trainee teachers systematic-
ally killed a text – one that was often 
remote from the children’s lives and 
interests, and that there were few or 
no questions requiring interpreta-
tion or critical thought.

Surely this situation has 
changed? Hopefully here and there, 
but research done last year found 
that 58% of  Grade 4 learners in 
South Africa cannot read for mean-
ing and 29% are completely illiter-
ate.

This translates into a disturbing-

ly high number of  children who will 
be unable to read in their fifth year 
of  schooling.

Convinced of  a different ap-
proach to literacy learning, I invited 
my teaching students to participate 
in two different reading lessons 
where they played the role of  the 
children. The first lesson being the 
one previously described, the other 
beginning with a story – told with 
liveliness and with plenty of  inter-

action between the storyteller and 
the class. This was followed by a 
range of  fun and interactive activ-
ities that related imaginatively to 
the story.

Reflecting on the first lesson, the 
students said they felt and remem-
bered as school children experi-
encing humiliation and boredom 
during this kind of  reading lesson. 
They also admitted with some sur-
prise to enjoying the second lesson, 

and, when some of  them trialled 
this in their own teaching practice, 
described how their classes came 
alive! Their learners were motiv-
ated to read,discuss, present drama-
tisations, and write.

Children who read for pleasure 
have been shown to do better in the 
classroom – across all subjects – 
regardless of  their family’s social 
standing. And, what better way 
to encourage reading for joy than 

through telling and sharing stor-
ies?Teachers must be encouraged 
in various ways, bring stories to life 
for children, sparking their imagin-
ations and involving them actively 
and enjoyably through the way the 
story is told and through activities 
that continue this process.

This year the Nal’ibali read-
ing-for-enjoyment campaign 
launched a drive to place stories at 
the hearts of  selected rural class-
rooms in KwaZulu-Natal and the 
Eastern Cape. 

My hope is that all staff, edu-
cators, and community members 
touched by this project will harness 
this amazing story power they are 
being given. And, that other educa-
tors and school staff  are inspired 
to follow suit, because, when chil-
dren can read, they can understand; 
learn and succeed at school, helping 
to lift families out of  poverty and 
grow our economy.

● Jackson’s professional 
career is committed to the 
literacy development of  South 
African children of  all ages and 
in different contexts, and has 
spanned over 50 years.

● Story Powered Schools 
is a Nal’ibali initiative 
endorsed by the Department 
of  Basic Education and made 
possible by the United States 
Agency for International 
Development (USAID). For 
more information about the 
campaign or the power of  
reading and storytelling, visit: 
www.storypoweredschools.org 
and www.storypoweredschools.
mobi.

Bringing reading alive in the classroom

SA is world protest capital
There isn’t any other country where there is a similar level of 

ongoing urban unrest 

E
ACH year, over the last 
few years, there have been 
more than 6 000 protests. 
With the rate of  protests 

at local level currently, we are set to 
break that record this year.

There isn’t any other country 
where there is a similar level of  on-
going urban unrest. South Africa 
can reasonably be described as the 
“protest capital of  the world”.

Ordinary South Africans had a 
taste of  popular democracy in the 
great democratic upsurge of  the 
1980s and expected the post-liber-
ation democracy to take the same 
popular form – to be ruled by the 
people rather than by experts. But 
things haven’t quite turned out as 
planned.

Protest is not just escalating, it is 
also becoming more confrontation-
al. In some cases there have been in-
cidents, such as attacks on a police 
station or alleged attempts to sabo-
tage a railway track, that indicate 
there are increasing possibilities of  

direct confrontation with the state. 
But, despite this, it is also clear that 
protest is increasingly translating 
into electoral engagement.

This seems to indicate that while 
protest is taking ever more militant 
forms, it is more likely to result – in 
the end – in challenges to the ruling 
party at the polls, rather than insur-
rectionary activity.

Protest is a national phenomen-
on and there are common features 
of  popular protest around the coun-
try. One of  these is that increasing 
police violence is producing an in-
creasingly violent response from 
below. The most recent deplorable 
police violence resulted in the death 
of  a 2-year-old here in Durban.

Another is that protest is over-
whelmingly a phenomenon found 
in cities and smaller towns. Key de-
mands are for land, housing, servi-
ces, better wages, engagement from 
politicians and an end to police bru-
tality.

Although strikes on the platin-
um mines rocked the country more 
than any other in recent years, it 
is the urban informal settlement 
that is the most common place from 
which protests are organised.

And academic Njabulo Ndebele 
argues that “widespread ‘service 
delivery protests’ may soon take on 
an organisational character that 

will start off  as discrete formations 
and then coalesce into a full-blown 
movement”.

More and more protesters claim 
(and analysts agree) that people opt 
for violent protest because they feel 
the conventional spaces for partici-
pating in democracy don’t work.

However, there are some region-
al particularities. One of  these is 
that in the Western Cape, protest 
spread to farm workers in 2012.

Marikana made it clear that the 
state is willing to use lethal violence 
to contain popular protest.

However, it is often overlooked 
that, in the past decade or so, more 
people have been killed by the  
police in urban street protests than 

died at Marikana. This is a ser-
ious problem that does not receive 
enough attention. It is clear police 
violence results in more violent 
forms of  protests.

It is also clear that in various 
parts of  the country, grassroots 
activists are starting to arm them-
selves in response to police violence.

This is a dangerous situation 
and it is absolutely fundamen-
tal that serious steps are taken to 
de-militarise the police and shift the 
approach to policing protest back to 
a human-rights model. It is equally 
fundamental officials and polit-
icians learn to be more responsive 
to the concerns of  communities.

It is clear that around the coun-
try, protest is usually a last resort 
by desperate communities. Protests 
often follow months, or even years, 
of  attempts to get officials and pol-
iticians to engage communities. In 
most cases they could be avoided if  
politicians and officials were will-
ing to talk to communities when 
concerns were expressed, and to do 
so honestly and respectfully.

Another fascinating aspect of  
our wave of  popular protest is that 
while it is a massive and enduring 
phenomenon, it does not, on its own, 
have the capacity to represent itself  
in electoral politics or even at the 
level of  national civil society.

This has created openings for 
various formations to try to win the 
support of  the millions of  people 
who have engaged in popular pro-
test in recent years.

The first formation that at-
tempted to try to win the support 
of  “the rebellion of  the poor” was 
the Democratic Left Front, a small 
Trotskyite formation mostly rooted 
in universities and NGOs. It failed 
dismally.

The Workers and Socialist Party, 
also a small Trotskyite formation, 
but this time rooted in a long his-
tory of  struggle going back to the 
Marxist Workers’ Tendency of  the 
ANC, received a lot of  media atten-
tion, but also failed to win popular 
support.

If  the EFF or Numsa, or perhaps 
a new project, is able to ride the 
wave of  popular protest, we will be 
in for interesting times in the years 
ahead.

● Buccus is a senior research 
associate at ASRI, a Research 
Fellow in the School of  Sciences 
at UKZN and the academic 
director of  a university study 
abroad programme on political 
transformation. Buccus 
promotes #Reading Revolution 
via Books@Antique at Antique 
Café in Morningside.

Independent 
Media responds 
to reports  
in Times Media
INDEPENDENT Media has hit 
out at reports by rival media 
group Times Media Group, 
which it believes are nothing but 
a commercially driven vendetta 
– in the market for readers and 
advertisers.

 Times Media, the publishers 
of  the Sunday Times, Business 
Day and The Times, yesterday 
published an editorial in The 
Times, casting aspersions on the 
character of  Independent Media  
and it’s executive chairman, Dr 
Iqbal Survé and the group’s de-
cision to remove itself  from the 
jurisdiction of  the self-regula-
tory body, the Press Council, last 
year.

The day before, The Times 
had published a report on an ex-
tract from a book by former Free 
State University, Vice-Chancellor 
Jonathan Jansen,  which includ-
ed  a number of   interviews with 
vice-chancellors about the recent 
student movement protests in 
the tertiary sector. In it, Jansen 
interviewed Dr Max Price, the 
vice-chancellor of  the University 
of  Cape Town (UCT), who ac-
cused the Cape Times and Cape 
Argus of  running an anti-UCT 
campaign, allegedly a personal 
vendetta against the university 
and Price’s administration. 

Responding to the article, 
Dr Survé, who has received two 
awards for his services to UCT, 
said that Price’s statements were 
bizarre and that he had blatantly 
lied and would be challenged as 
such in court. 

“We had nothing to do with 
the #RhodesMustFall movement, 
we never paid any of  the struggle 
leaders’ legal fees and we certain-
ly never instructed either the 
editor of  Cape Times or the Cape 
Argus to take any view whatso-
ever regarding the coverage of  
the protests. Our editors have 
editorial independence unlike 
those at Times Media. Ask Phy-
licia Oppelt and Songezo Zibi,” 
said Dr Survé.

The article, he said, was a 
separate issue and an abuse of  
journalism as part of  a  commer-
cial war against Independent 
by Times Media where its pub-
lications have seen their circu-
lation and readership figures 
plummet,  while newspapers in 
the Independent Media have re-
mained stable or in fact actually 
grown 1.4 % overall,according to 
the latest circulation figures re-
leased by ABC.

Commitment
The co-author of  The Times’ 

report, Dave Chambers, was 
a former senior Independent 
Media production journalist who 
was disgruntled and bitter after 
his departure from Independent 
to Times Media.  He at one time 
set up and ran a parody Twitter 
account, ‘Ducks Waiting’, which 
was created for no other reason 
than to show up errors in the 
group’s newspapers. Indepen- 
dent Media challenges Times 
Media to deny this.

It speaks volumes about their 
so-called commitment to jour-
nalistic ethics, when they allow 
someone with a proven agenda to 
continue to do exactly the same 
thing in their own newspapers 
,but then call it journalism. This 
follows similar attacks by other 
former disgruntled employees 
of  Independent Media, who now 
work for Times Media. 

There had been nothing sin-
ister about Independent’s de-
cision to move away from the 
Press Ombud and set up its own 
self-regulatory structure.

The decision and the im-
plementation of  its own struc-
ture has been communicated 
throughout with readers and 
very well received. The public 
participation in particular on the 
adjudication panels and the will-
ingness to serve, of  an eminent 
South African of  the stature of  
Justice Zak Yakoob, fresh from 
his retirement from the Consti-
tutional Court bench, prove this. 
Any attempt to try to paint this 
as anything else is pure malice 
and is designed to impugn the 
integrity of  Independent Media.

 Independent Media made no 
secret of  its uneasiness with the 
double jeopardy involved in the 
current Press Ombud process, 
or of  the numerous efforts made 
to have this resolved. When this 
could not be resolved, Indepen- 
dent Media disclosed its inten-
tion to withdraw. Any attempt to 

paint this as anything else is just 
pure malice.

Survé said that with the fast-
changing, disruptive media en-
vironment, the war for readers 
and advertisers was reaching  
fever-pitch with media houses, 
especially Times Media threat-
ened by the success of  Independ-
ent Media. This success was 
demonstrated last week, when In-
dependent Media was the recipi-
ent of  the “Best in Africa” Media 
Award at the International News 
Media Association conference in 
New York. 

There has been a sustained 
campaign against Independent 
and Dr Survé ever since Sekun-
jalo disrupted the established 
patterns of  media ownership 
and monopoly in South Africa. 
Independent Media has been sub-
jected to a vicious, immoral, dis-
gusting turf  war, personal and 
commercially based campaign, 
based on nothing more than in-
nuendo and lies.  Its only “crime” 
is that it dared to challenge the 
established patterns of  media 
ownership in South Africa. 

In the last two weeks alone,-
Times Media continued to per-
petuate lies, the most recent 
being the departure of  Wally 
Mbhele as Sunday Independent 
editor and the outrageous and 
defamatory comments by Max 
Price. 

This sustained campaign by 
Times Media leaves an obvious 
trail with one end in mind, to 
discredit Independent Media by 
discrediting Dr Survé. It won’t 
work. The intention is to divert 
Independent Media from its com-
mercial goal, which is to make 
a success of  our business for all 
its stakeholders. We will not be 
diverted and we will remain fo-
cused as a company with good 
journalism and always acting 
with the utmost integrity. 

Dr Survé said, most impor- 
tantly the final arbiter of  ethic-
al journalism are the readers, 
who aren’t fools. “It is clear that 
Times Media’s plummeting 
circulation is a vote of  no confi-
dence by their readers. This has 
followed declining advertising 
spend at Times Media.”

Times Media was the largest 
recipient of  government adver-
tising, on which they depended 
and its current partisan cam-
paign against the democratic-
ally elected government is just 
another form of  crony capital-
ism. By pushing for a change in 
government they hope to recover 
their ad spend. The irony is that 
Independent Media has built it’s 
business without the need for 
government advertising.  Hence 
Independent Media is able to pro-
vide its readers with trustful, ac-
curate and fair journalism which 
include a diversity of  opinions. 

Independent Media has taken 
a decision not to take sides in the 
factional political battles raging 
in our country, unlike Times 
Media. History will show that 
Times Media and its journalists 
have lost all integrity and have 
propagated a partisan political 
agenda in the hope of  receiving 
commercial benefit in the future. 
This is crony capitalism at its 
worst, masquerading as journal-
ism. Independent Media will tell 
the full story without fear, favour 
or prejudice, since the truth re-
mains the cornerstone for our 
publications and journalists.

● Statement issued on 
behalf  of  Independent Media 
by Zenariah Barends, Chief  
of  Staff

Imraan 
Buccus
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Nal’ibali volunteer, Lucy Joseph, helps a child work further into a story through drawing and writing.

Rose Jackson

Protesters throw rocks and stones at police in protest over the lack of land and housing in Finetown, Johannesburg last month. Most protests could be avoided if politicians and officials 
were willing to talk to communities when concerns were expressed, and to do so honestly and respectfully, says Imraan Buccus.   PICTURE: EPA

While protest is 
taking ever more 
militant forms, it 
is more likely to 
result in challenges 
to the ruling party

DR IQBAL SURVÉ


