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I. Background Information 
 

 

1. The m4Lit Project2  

 

The m4Lit project ran from July 2009 to November 2009 and consisted of two interlinked 

components: (a) a sociolinguistic research component, exploring linguistic practices and mobile 

phone use among a sample of low-income, isiXhosa-speaking youth in Cape Town (methodologies: 

surveys, focus groups and observations), and (b) an intervention component which consisted of 

publishing a mobile novel (m-novel) in English and isiXhosa, and monitoring the uptake of the 

story by potential readers (Figure 1).  

 
Figure 1. The m4Lit project: an outline 

 

 
 

The m4Lit project takes its cue from the research recommendations of UNESCO’s (2009) Strategic 

Framework, in particular the focus on Information and Communication Technologies (henceforth 

ICTs) in literacy development and the promotion of African languages in the digital domain. 

Working from the premise that mobile phones are central to many informal literacy activities of 

youth cultures across the globe – particularly those associated with short message service (SMS) and 

mobile instant messaging (MIM; cf. Castells et al. 2007) – such phones can potentially play a 

significant role in distributing (otherwise inaccessible or expensive) reading material (and thus 

assisting literacy programmes). As argued by Kress & Pachler (2007: 7): 

 

There is, in educational contexts, a justified intensity of interest around the effects of digital, in 

particular portable technologies, in all manner of ways. There is a promise of greater ‘reach’, of more 

and easier access, of a kind of democratisation of education, a sense not just of a transformation, but a 

revolution of wide- and far-reaching areas of the educational world. 

 

A mobile novel, titled Kontax, was specifically written for this project by Sam Wilson. The target 

audience was South African teenagers between 14 and 17 years of age.  

Kontax ran for 21 days in October 2009, with a 400 word chapter published each day on a 

dedicated mobi-site (Kontax.mobi). The mobisite also included an ‘Express Yourself’ wall and a 

                                                           
2 The m4Lit project was funded by the Shuttleworth Foundation, South Africa. We are grateful to the Foundation for its 
support. Many thanks are also due to Nkululeko Mabandla, our efficient project co-ordinator, who ensured that the data 
collected was of high quality, and the work was completed within budget and on time; to our fieldworkers, Andile, Khosi, 
Yandiswa, Thabisa and Ziphelele, who collected the data professionally and cheerfully; and, last but not least, to the 
teenagers from Langa and Guguletu who patiently answered our questions, and shared their knowledge and experiences 
with us.  

research 
component

intervention m4Lit
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photo gallery from which images and desktop wallpapers could be downloaded. In order to leave 

chapter comments, to vote, or to create a profile page, users needed to register on the site. Every 

week prizes (free airtime) were awarded for the ‘best’ user comment. Finally, users also had the 

opportunity to enter a writing competition (for a possible sequel to Kontax). From the end of 

October 2009, the novel was also advertised and published on MXit, a proprietary and low-cost 

South African mobile messaging service, which is currently estimated to have about 13 million 

users in South Africa (27% of South Africa’s total population, estimated at 49.32 million for 2009; 

http://www.itnewsafrica.com/?p=2881).  

 

 

2. An isiXhosa Version of Kontax  
 

South Africa’s Constitution recognizes eleven official languages and expresses a strong 

commitment to multilingualism. However, de facto English is the primus inter pares (‘the first 

among equals’) and linguists have voiced strong concerns about the increasing dominance of 

English in public life (see Deumert 2009 for a review of the literature). The Western Cape, where the 

research project was situated, has a solid three language ecology with over 98% of residents using 

either Afrikaans, English or isiXhosa as a home language (South African Census 2001).  

Initially it was planned to publish the novel in all three languages of the Western Cape. 

However, due to funding limitations, the project had to be restricted to two languages only. The 

choice for isiXhosa (rather than Afrikaans) was motivated by two main considerations:  

 

(a) although one of the majority languages in the province (Table 1), isiXhosa remains 

strongly marginalized in the public sphere, the media and education (see Section 6), and  

(b) literacy levels, although improving, remain lowest for learners from schools located in 

the predominately isiXhosa-speaking former townships, i.e. severely underdeveloped urban 

areas in which Black South Africans were required to settle under apartheid (Fleisch 2008: 7). 

 
Table 1. Language demography (home language), Western Cape and Cape Town (South African Census 2001; City of 
Cape Town 2008) 
 Percentage of population, 

Western Cape, 2001 
Percentage of population, 
Cape Town, 2001 

Percentage of population, 
Cape Town, 2007 
(estimate) 

Afrikaans 55.3% 41.4% 38.3% 

English 19.3% 27.9% 26.8% 

isiXhosa 23.7% 28.7% 34.9% 

Other 1.7% 2% n/a 

 
There has been a growing research and policy interest in multilingualism and digital 

communication as languages-other-than-English are beginning to occupy a small - but important 

and growing – niche in the digital domain (cf. Danet & Herring 2007). Information and 

Communication Technologies (henceforth ICTs) – which carry lower cost implications than print3 – 

                                                           
3 Steve Vosloo (November 2009, personal communication) outlined two possible ICT publishing models: (a) ‘no frills, 
(almost) no costs’, i.e. the mere posting of a story or any other text online, using free services such as wordpress.com or 
mofuse.com; or (b) ‘frills and costs’, a specially developed and monitored site (as in the case of kontax.mobi), which also 
allows reader comments and interaction. The latter can be expensive, depending on the specifications needed.  However, 

http://www.itnewsafrica.com/?p=2881
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have the potential to provide opportunities for the development of sustainable indigenous literacy 

practices (cf. Cook 2004, Sperlich 2005).4 

The well-known linguist David Crystal commented very positively on the idea of a mobile 

novel in an indigenous African language in his blog on 9 October 2009 (http://david-

crystal.blogspot.com/). His commentary aptly summarizes the sociolinguistic reasoning which had 

inspired the m4Lit project: 

 

Given the remarkable growth of mobile phones in Africa, where they foster communication in areas 

which don’t have good computer connections, I wouldn’t be surprised if the genre catches on. It 

could be a useful additional strategy for involving young people in community languages that are 

endangered.5  

 

Kontax was translated into isiXhosa by the scriptwriter Nkululeko Mabandla. The translation 

process was not top-down, but involved the teenagers themselves who commented on and 

critiqued draft translations in translation workshops. The choice of language was deliberately 

informal, reflecting – as much as possible – actual spoken usage, i.e. a type of language with which 

the teenagers were familiar and comfortable. 

 

 

2. Research Methodology 
 

As part of the background research for the project, two surveys were conducted with isiXhosa-

speaking teenagers aged 14 to 17 years (October/November 2009; survey 1, N=61; survey 2, N=50, a 

subset of the 61 participants from the first survey). The methodology used was that of an ethno-

survey as developed by Massey et al. (1987; also Massey and Zentano, 2000). The ethno-survey is a 

data-gathering technique that allows researchers to obtain qualitative and quantitative information 

in a flexible, non-threatening interview setting. It requires that identical information be obtained for 

each person, but question wording and order are not fixed, and the nature of data gathering 

resembles more a friendly conversation than a conventional survey interview (or questionnaire). In 

addition, technology use observations and three focus groups were conducted with the participants.  

The surveys took place in Guguletu and Langa, two socio-economically underprivileged 

areas of Cape Town with a predominately isiXhosa-speaking population. (According to the 2001 

Census, 96% of residents in these areas use isiXhosa as a home language.) To qualify participants 

had to have access to GPRS-enabled mobile phones. Kreutzer (2008: 41) has shown that mobile 

                                                                                                                                                                                                   
once developed the site can host a variety of content (as is the case for the kontax.mobi site whose source code is available 
free of charge and which could serve as a platform for future projects). Maintenance and moderation are particularly 
important for sites directed at teenagers. In addition, there are access costs for the user (internet costs, purchase of GPRS 
enabled phone, airtime; personal communication, Marion Walton, November 2009).  
 
4 Digital literacies, in general, are closely linked to non-standard languages and frequently serve to diffuse ‘discourses of 
the street’. This can lead to the ‘literalization’ of informal and marginalized linguistic practices which were traditionally 
confined to spoken discourse. Linguists have often characterized digital literacies as a ‘a speech-like register’, a ‘linguistic 
fusion’ of speech and writing (Tagliamonte & Dennis 2008: 16; see also Ong 2002). 

 
5 Although isiXhosa is not endangered at this stage, there is some concern about language shift, especially in middle class 
families.  
 

http://david-crystal.blogspot.com/
http://david-crystal.blogspot.com/
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phone ownership is high even among youth in Cape Town’s low-income areas. He found over 90% 

phone ownership; over 70% of these phones were GPRS-enabled.  

Socio-economic background information was obtained from parents/caregivers prior to the 

survey interview. The socio-demographic information, summarized in Table 2, reflects the socio-

economically marginalized status of the homes from which respondents originated: less than a third 

of caregivers had permanent employment and their education levels were generally low. Family 

structures were frequently interrupted, and more than half of the participants came from single-

parent homes (usually mother), or were cared for by other family members (uncles, aunts, 

grandparents). At the same time they did not generally belong to the most marginalized groups: the 

majority lived in solid structures (houses, flats), and only 12% of participants were shack-dwellers.  

The teenage participants were distributed fairly equally across gender (57% female, 43% 

male); the age distribution is summarized in Figure (2).  

 

Table 2. Socio-demographic background of the sample (based on the parent/caregiver questionnaire) 

Category Percentage 

Employment status of caregiver(s) Permanent employment 28% 

Casual employment 28% 

Unemployed 32% 

Not applicable 13% 

Educational achievement of 
caregiver(s) 

Left school early 46% 

Matric (South African school-leaving certificate) 40% 

Diploma/University 14% 

Type of dwelling  Brick house 84% 

Flat 5% 

Shack 12% 

Family status  Both parents present 48% 

Caregiver other than parents 26% 

 

 

Figure 2. Age distribution of sample participants (in%; m4Lit survey data).  
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II. Understanding the Target Group 

 

 

4. Communication Networks and Linguistic Repertoires - Heteroglossic 

Practices 
 

A central section of the survey asked the participating teenagers to indicate, using a network 

diagram, the seven people that are closest to them. Following this the fieldworkers talked with the 

respondent about each of these network contacts and elicited information on (a) medium of 

communication6, and (b) language(s)/language varieties used. This yielded a large and unique data 

set on language and communication choices (N=427). The data allows us to understand the 

communicative practices these teenagers engage in on a daily basis, and the linguistic repertoires 

that they use. 
 The majority of network contacts were with other teenagers (Table 3), and almost all 

contacts were local, i.e. within the city boundaries and mostly neighbourhood-based (only 2% of 

interlocutors were from outside Cape Town). Mobile phones were central to the communication 

practices of the survey participants: over of two-thirds of their interactions were bimodal, 

combining orality (face-to-face and voice calls) with forms of digital literacy (especially SMS and 

mobile instant messaging; Table 4).  

Digital literacies involving the popular mobile messaging service MXit7 were dominant in 

peer-group interactions, whereas more the traditional SMS-literacies were used with members of 

the parents’ generation.  Thus, the average age of interlocutors who participants engaged with 

using MXit was 17 years, the average age for those they contacted using SMS-only (no MXit) was 32 

years. (The correlation is strong and statistically significant, contingency coefficient8 = 0.7; on MXit 

as a ‘teenage medium’see also Generation Next Survey 2009; Bosch 2008).  

 
Table 3. Age distribution of interlocutors (m4Lit survey data) 
Age group Percentage of network contacts 

< 20 61% 

20-29 14% 

30-39 8% 

40-49 10% 

50-59 5% 

60+ 2% 

 
  

                                                           
6
 The following options were listed on the questionnaire: voice-call from cell phone, voice-call from landline, voice call 

from CST (‘community service terminal’, i.e. public phones), face to face, SMS, Email, MXit, Facebook, other.  

 
7 Although the use of images is possible, MXit remains a highly textual mode of communication. 

 
8 The contingency coefficient is a statistical measure based on chi-square but suitable for nominal variables. Values close to 
one indicate a high degree of association between the variables. The correlations reported in this paper are all significant 
at p< 0.01.  
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Table 4. Media of communication (m4Lit survey data) 

Medium of communication Percentage of network contacts Modality 

Face to face only 22.2% Orality (38.1%) 

Face to face plus voice call 13.8% 

Voice-call only 2.1% 

Face to face, voice and digital literacy 
(SMS) 

21.1% Orality and digital literacy 
(68.7%) 

Voice-call and digital literacy (SMS only) 4.0% 

Face to face, voice and digital literacy 
(includes MXit) 

32.3% 

Voice-call and digital literacy (includes 
MXit) 

3.3% 

Digital literacy only (including MXit) 0.7% Digital literacy only (0.7%) 
 

With respect to language, digital literacy practices introduced new forms of language into the 

repertoires of individuals. In particular what is colloquially referred to as MXit language, a digital 

variety of English (also called textspeak/txtspk in the international literature) whose most salient 

feature are orthographic modifications (see Crystal 2008 for a book-length discussion).  

Interactions are generally multilingual, with close to 60% of interactions occurring in more 

than one language or language variety (Table 5).  

 
Table 5. Main language choices with network contacts (m4Lit survey data) 

Language choice Percentage  Heteroglossia 

English only 4% Monolingual practices 
(42%) isiXhosa only 37% 

isiXhosa slang only 1% 

English and a digital variety of English 2% Bilingual practices (24%) 

isiXhosa and English 20% 

isiXhosa and a digital variety of English 2% 

isiXhosa, isiXhosa slang and English 1% Trilingual practices (30%) 

isiXhosa, English and a digital variety of 
English 

19% 

isiXhosa, isiXhosa slang, English, a digital 
variety of English 

10% Quattro-lingual practices 
(10%) 

 

The network interaction data shows a highly multi-lingual (heteroglossic) group of teenagers who 

interact with one another using a variety of communication forms and language varieties. Both 

isiXhosa and English (as well as its derivative MXit language) are used in the digital domain, 

whereas face-to-face communication and voice calls remain isiXhosa-dominant (including 

colloquial/slang varieties of isiXhosa which show high levels of borrowing from English as well as 

innovative lexis). The correlation between language choice and communication mode is strong and 

statistically significant (contingency coefficient = 0.8).  

How do these everyday communication practices (speech and digital literacies) compare to 

the more traditional (paper-based, non-digital) forms of reading and writing in which the teenagers 

engage? And how does our education system respond to their multilingual proficiencies and 

identities?  
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5. (Non-Digital) Literacy Practices and Language Attitudes  
 

The majority of participants were exposed to storytelling/reading as children, with grandmothers 

and mothers being literacy agents. Childhood exposure to narrative structure, whether oral or 

literate, has been shown to be important for literacy development in later years (cf. Francis & 

Reyhner 2002: 80ff). While isiXhosa was associated with storytelling (orality)9, English was 

associated with story reading and conventional models of literacy (Table 6; the correlation is strong 

and positive, contingency coefficient = 0.8).  

 
Table 6. Literacy events in childhood (m4Lit survey data) 

 Stories told Stories read 

English 18.4% 64.3% 

isiXhosa 65.8% 14.3% 

English/isiXhosa 15.8% 21.4% 

 

The dominance of English as ‘the language’ for literacy is also reflected in participants’ responses 

about their preferred language for reading/writing, as well as their reported reading/writing 

engagement on the previous day (Tables 7 and 8). These results are in line with those reported by 

Vesely (1998, for secondary school students in Khayelitsha), Banda (2004, for students at the 

University of the Western Cape), and Dalvit (2004, for students at the University of Fort Hare).  

 
Table 7. In what language do you prefer reading/writing? (m4Lit survey data) 

 Reading Writing 

English 75.0% 73.2% 

isiXhosa 25.0% 26.8% 

 
Table 8. If you read/wrote something yesterday, in which language? (m4Lit survey data) 

 Read something yesterday, language Wrote something, yesterday 

English 70.8% 56.4% 

isiXhosa 4.2% / 

MXit  12.5% 20.5% 

English, isiXhosa 2.1% / 

English, MXit 6.3% 5.1% 

English, isiXhosa, MXit 4.2% 10.3% 

English, Slang / 2.6% 

Slang / 5.1% 

 

The motivations given for preferring English were consistent across participants: English was 

perceived as being ‘easy’, ‘simple’, ‘understandable’, and consisting of ‘short words’. IsiXhosa, on 

the other hand, was seen as ‘difficult’ (nzima), ‘complicated’ (sintsokothile) and ‘deep’ (i.e. 

traditional), with long and complex words10.  

                                                           
9 IsiXhosa has a number of well established and highly structured oral genres: the riddle (iqhina), the proverb (iqhalo), 
formal speech (intetho), the song (ingoma), the folk tale (intsomi), the historical legend (imbali), and the praise poem 
(izibongo; cf. Opland 1998).  
10 IsiXhosa word structure (morphology) is complex when compared to English. Verbs, for example, can include 
agreement, tense, aspect and negation marking, as well as derivational suffixes such applicative, locational and causative 
markers. However, none of the teenagers interviewed experienced any problems with the ‘length of words’ or the 
complex grammatical markings in their spoken language. However, due to lack of exposure to written isiXhosa (Section 
6), these words might appear ‘long’ to someone who in unfamiliar in seeing them written on paper. In addition, even 
those who have had exposure to isiXhosa at school, were often taught using a highly structural approach (rather than a 
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IsiXhosa, man, sitsalile, i-English it’s like u-MXit ilawey into eyichazayo i-shortnishiwe (‘IsiXhosa, man, it’s 

long, English it is like MXit, it shortens what you are trying to explain’, focus group 1) 

 

Sinzima isiXhosa ngoba amagama aso ngala magama angqindilili, uyabona awafani nawe English. (‘IsiXhosa 

is difficult because the words are complex, you know, unlike the English ones’, focus group 1) 

 

Motivations to use English were generally of an instrumental type: ukucommunicatha nabany’abantu 

(‘to communicate with other people), and to talk to potential employers (who were inevitably 

depicted as being ‘White’).  

 

Ngoba xa ufuna umsebenzi mos,awunowufuna umsebenzi uthethe nomlungu ngesi-Xhosa, akazukuva mos, ewe 

ziwey ezinjaloso that’s why i-English ingu number one aph’eSouth Africa. (‘Because when you are looking 

for work you can’t get a job talking to a White person in isiXhosa, because he won’t understand you, 

you know, it’s things like that that make English number one in South Africa’, focus group 1) 

 

The minority who preferred isiXhosa for reading/writing would generally invoke ethnic-cultural 

(integrative) motivations: ‘my home language’, ‘my culture’, ‘my mother tongue’, ngoba nam 

ndingumXhosa (‘because I am Xhosa’).  

Extensive English literacy practices notwithstanding, isiXhosa thus remained central to the 

emotional and social world of these teenagers. Use of isiXhosa was not only strongly associated 

with spoken language use and face to face interactions (see Section 4), but also with emotional 

speech acts: anger (negative affect) and love (positive affect; Figure 3; see also Pavlenko, 2005: 132 

‘overall individuals who remain dominant in their L1 [first language] see the L1 [first language] as 

the most emotional and favour it for emotional expression’).  

 

SisiXhosa mna endisisebenzisayo xa ndinomsindo ngoba akekho umntu onokuthi like xa enomsindo atheth’i-

English qha (‘I use isiXhosa when I am angry because there is no one who can just speak English only 

when he is angry’, focus group 1) 

 

Ngcon’uthethe nge-Language yakho xa ukhupha ezo feelings (‘Better speak your own language to express 

your feelings’, focus group 1) 

 

However, a simple dichotomy of English/written/non-emotional and isiXhosa/spoken/emotional 

does not capture the complex multilingual practices of these teenagers. For example, when the 

person addressed belongs to the peer group, isiXhosa as well as English can be used for the 

expression of positive affect (love; Figure 3). The choice depends on the semantic nuances one 

wishes to express.  
 

Its easy nyani ukuthi hayi I love you, uzakuxakwa mos uba ndiyakuthanda, ndiyakuthanda (‘It is really easy 

to say ‘I love you’, it is difficult to say ndiyakuthanda’, focus group 1) 

Undiyakuthanda its like ‘ndifun’ukubanaye’, like kwi-English xa esithi I love you its like uyamthanda as a 

friend or something but undiyakuthanda like ngesiXhosa its like ufuna sijole kunzima ke ukutsho uba okay 

                                                                                                                                                                                                   
communicative approach), which quite deliberately made the mother tongue into an unfamiliar ‘other tongue’ over which 
one did not have full mastery and which needed to be studied like a foreign language (Barkhuizen 2002, Prinsloo 2003).  
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kufuneka sijolile, ja (‘Ndiyakuthanda is like ‘I want to be with her’, like in English when a person says I 

love you, it’s like you love them as a friend or something, but ndiyakuthanda in isiXhosa is like you 

want a relationship, it’s more complex, that you want a love relationship’) 

By drawing on both languages in their repertoire, teenagers are able to make an important semantic 

distinction between friendship-type-love/liking/non-committal relationships (I love you), and ‘real 

love’ and serious commitment (ndiyakuthanda; cf. also Deumert & Masinyana 2008). 
 

Figure 3. Preferred language choices for speech acts of negative and positive affect (anger/love) (m4Lit survey data)  

 
 

 

 

6. Access to isiXhosa Literacy? Monoliteracy in a Bilingual Context 

 

The teenagers who took part in the m4Lit research are multilingual, and both isiXhosa and English 

are an important part of their daily linguistic repertoire. While isiXhosa is their main language, used 

in face-to-face communication and central to their emotional worlds, English also plays its role and 

forms part of their multilingual identity. As multilinguals, one would also like them to be multi-

literate. However, as shown above (Section 5) English clearly dominates when it comes to reading 

and writing. Why?  

The reason is systemic rather than attitudinal: access to literacy in isiXhosa is highly 

restricted in Cape Town where few primary schools and only one high school use isiXhosa as a 

medium of instruction (‘language of teaching and learning’, LOLT; Table 9). In addition, only 27.3% 

of Cape Town’s secondary schools offer isiXhosa as a home language (subject), and 45.5% of 

secondary schools do not offer isiXhosa at all (neither as home language, nor as second language; 

Grade 10 data). As noted by Mbatha &Plüddemann (2004: 5): 

 

Despite the officialisation of isiXhosa and other African languages following the ushering in of the 

democratic dispensation in 1994 and the explicit promotion of multilingualism in the language-and-

education policy for public schools, African languages continue to have a Cinderella status in 

education. 
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Table 9. Medium of Instruction (MoI) in Cape Town’s schools (http://wcedemis.wcape.gov.za/wced/ findaschool.html) 

  Metro 
Central 
(N=142) 

Metro 
East 
(N=87) 

Metro 
North 
(N=124) 

Metro 
South 
(N=111) 

Total 
(N=464) 

Primary 
schools 
(grade 1 to 
7) 

Afrikaans (N=62) 6.3% 17.2% 25.8% 5.4% 13.4% 

English (N=139) 59.9% 3.5% 8.9% 36.0% 30.0% 

isiXhosa (N=0) / / / / / 

Afrikaans/English (N=177) 26.8% 39.1% 50.0% 43.2% 38.2% 

Afrikaans/isiXhosa (N=1) / / 1 / / 

English/isiXhosa (N=75) 6.3% 40.2% 12.1% 14.4% 16.2% 

Afrikaans/English/isiXhosa (N=10) 0.7% / 6.5% 0.9% 2.2% 

  100% 100% 100% 100% 100% 

  Metro 
Central 
(N=69) 

Metro 
East 
(N=40) 

Metro 
North 
(N=58) 

Metro 
South 
(N=49) 

Total 
(N=216) 

Secondary 
schools 
(grade 8 to 
12) 

Afrikaans (N=19) 2.9% 10.0% 20.7% 2.0% 8.8% 

English (N=110) 68.1% 55.0% 32.8% 44.9% 50.9% 

isiXhosa (N=0) / / / / / 

Afrikaans/English (N=87) 29.0% 35.0% 46.6% 53.1% 40.3% 

Afrikaans/isiXhosa (N=0) / / / / / 

English/isiXhosa (N=0) / / / / / 

Afrikaans/English/isiXhosa (N=1) / / 1.7% / 0.5% 

  100% 100% 100% 100% 100% 

 

 

Of the teenagers surveyed, over two-thirds (69.5%) were at English-only primary and secondary 

schools (often at considerable distance from their homes), 17.4% attended isiXhosa-English primary 

schools (in the local area), and 13% attended English-Afrikaans primary and secondary schools (in 

the nearby Coloured areas, where Afrikaans is the majority language). A lack of access to isiXhosa 

literacy was also reported in the focus groups where participants explained their preference for 

reading and writing in English as a function of their school career, i.e. the schools which they 

attended didn’t offer isiXhosa: 

 

Hayi kaloku thina asikhulanga sifunda kwizikolo ezinesiXhosa (‘You know, the reason is because we didn’t 

go to schools that offered isiXhosa’; focus group 1).  

 

Simnandi isiXhosa qha asikwazi kusifunda (‘IsiXhosa is nice but we don’t know how to read  it’, focus 

group 1) 

 

Difficulties with school-based access to isiXhosa literacy are amplified by a persistent lack of 

reading material in isiXhosa: currently there is only a single weekly community newspaper 

available in isiXhosa (Vukani) which struggles to compete with the many (and much better 

resourced) daily and weekly English papers that are available to readers (and which constitute the 

staple reading matter for most of the participants, Table 10).  
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Table 10. Preferred newspapers/weekly papers, survey participants (m4Lit survey data) 

 Percentage Language 

City Vision 40.0% English (94.3%) 

Daily Sun 11.4% 

Sunday Times 8.6% 

Others (English) 44.3% 

Vukani 5.7% isiXhosa (5.7%) 

 

Book publishing in African languages is battling, and libraries in the Western Cape provide only 

very limited access to isiXhosa reading material. In 2004/2005, the Western Cape Library Services 

purchased 6515 titles, of these only 38 titles were in isiXhosa (that is less than 1%; in 2003 the figure 

was 28 isiXhosa titles, and in 2002, 16 isiXhosa titles). These low figures are mainly the result of 

extremely low levels of publishing in African languages and thus general unavailability of isiXhosa 

reading material (see Bgoya, 2001, for a general discussion).  

Table 11 shows the circulation numbers for the Western Cape in general, as well as   

Guguletu and Langa (the fieldsites for the m4Lit research). Although only very few isiXhosa titles 

are available in the public libraries of the province, these few books enjoy considerable popularity 

and account for about one-quarter of the libraries’ circulation. Despite limited school-based access 

to isiXhosa literacy and a general shortage of books, speakers of isiXhosa clearly like reading their 

own language. 

 
Table 11. Book circulation, Western Cape Public Libraries (Library Services Western Cape, Annual Review 2004/2005)  

 Adults Children 
Afrikaans English isiXhosa Afrikaans  English isiXhosa 

Western 
Cape (all 
libraries) 

57.6% 42.1% 0.3% 45.7% 52.8% 1.6% 

Guguletu 
Library 

14.6% 67.5% 17.9% 5.7% 73.0% 21.3% 

Langa 
Library 

0.6% 57.6% 41.8% 8.3% 69.6% 22.1% 

 

Fifteen years after the end of apartheid, access to isiXhosa literacy at schools and access to reading 

material in isiXhosa remains a scarce resource. Educationalists generally speak of a ‘print-scarce 

environment’ for isiXhosa speakers (Morris 2008). The market – a concept often invoked by 

contemporary sociolinguists and education theorists (e.g. Kress & Pachler 2007) – is dominated by 

English (and to a lesser extent Afrikaans). Thus, most isiXhosa-speaking teenagers, although highly 

multilingual (see Section 4 and 5), are provided with a largely mono-literate education and literacy 

environment.  

This, however, is not to say that they do not engage in informal, peer-based multi-literacies, 

i.e. literacies in which they explore and utilize their full linguistic repertoire. Such informal multi-

literacies in the digital domain were, for example, documented by Deumert & Masinyana (2008), 

and are also visible in survey data on MXit usage. Among other things, participants were asked to 

list the headings under which they group their so-called MXit ‘contacts’ (i.e. their friends and those 

with whom they chat regularly). The lists illustrate the multilingualism of these teenagers. (English 

– underlined; isiXhosa – bold; township slang – italics). 
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Participant 8: frendz - abase kasie (‘those from the township’) – school frendz 

Participant 16: gents – abazala – classmates - chicks 

Participant 18: school mates – amajita (‘cool guys’)– ndiyabancanywa (‘I love them’) – chicks 

Participant 33: amaRhodians (‘those from Rhodes High) – amaboys – amagalz  

Participant 41: obaby (‘girls I am interested in’) – amacherry (‘girls’)– abatshoyo (‘the hot ones’)– 

Onon-important (‘the non-importants’)– amarhuzu (‘the real boys’), 

amamarshmallows (‘the soft/sweet ones’) 

Participant 44: amajita, amacherry, abo-keep-it-real, ama-what-what!!, ama-yes!yes, amarhuzu 

 

By publishing an isiXhosa version of Kontax m4Lit provided multilingual speakers with a choice for 

reading the novel, thus challenging the current hegemony of English as ‘the language’ for non-peer-

group-based/formal reading and writing.   
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III. Responses to the isiXhosa version of m4Lit 
 

 

 

7. Discussion of Reader Responses and Reader Engagement with the 

isiXhosa Version of Kontax 
 

(a) A note of caution – Overall the m4Lit project was hampered by insufficient marketing due to 

funding limitations. Street marketing (distribution of pamphlets) took place in Guguletu and Langa 

(the two research sites) over four days in September 2009. In addition, a press release was prepared. 

This resulted in some media attention, particularly in the form of radio interviews, as well as one 

TV interview (on the youth programme HIP2B2). This affected primarily the first release of Kontax 

on the mobi-site (where reader numbers remained small, see below under (c)). The subsequent 

publication of Kontax on MXit, which included advertising on the mobile platform itself, led to 

significantly higher reader numbers (see below under (d)).  

 

(b) Survey participants  

All survey participants were informed of the story during the interview and given a flyer which 

informed them of how to access Kontax. Two-thirds of survey participants read at least parts of the 

story (66.7%), and 10.4% (N=5) read all chapters. The majority of readers read Kontax in English 

(73.2%), 9.7% (N=3) read the isiXhosa version, and 16.1% (N=5) read it in both languages.  

The reasons given for preferring the English version of the story mirror the general 

comments about reading isiXhosa which were discussed in Section 5. Again, they reflect the limited 

access isiXhosa speakers are given to their language in educational settings: English is described as 

the language with they are ‘more comfortable’ when it comes to reading and writing, English is 

‘easier’ because of exposure and regular practice.  

 

Because we are not used in reading Xhosa words, we used in reading English, like English books (focus group 

2).  

 

I read more faster in English (focus group 3) 

 

Uyakwazi ukuli-understenda igama xa ulifunda nge-English uyakwazi ukuli-undertenda kodwa xa ufunda 

ngesiXhosa akhona ufumanis’uba eyi eli gama lithetha ukuthini ke ngoku, uzibuze loo mbuzo uba eli gama 

lithetha ukuthini?  

(‘You can understand a word when you read it in English, you know, you can understand it but when 

you read in isiXhosa, there are words that you will find, that you ask ‘what does this word mean 

now?’, focus group 1) 

 

You know, we can’t  actually read, I can’t actually like read and make up the words in Xhosa  so when it is in 

English it’s great, it’s better, becaue you can like understand, you can like, when you go to school like you can 

understand everything that is going on in English, but in isiXhosa hey, ha-a [negative], I can’t understand it. 

But again I speak Xhosa but you can’t understand when you’re reading it. (focus group 2) 
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Those who read the story in isiXhosa motivated their choice in terms of linguistic identity (‘because 

it is my language’, see Section 5 on integrative motivations), and also repeatedly commented on the 

fact that the language of the story was accessible and different from the ‘deep’ and traditional 

isiXhosa which is usually found in books, and which is considered to be ‘difficult’ (cf. Barkhuizen 

2002).  

 

Because the isiXhosa that is used there is the one we use at eKasie (‘township’) and is not difficult (survey 

comment) 

 

Hayi besiright sisXhosa samajita ndingatsho like le language siyithethayo (‘No, it is alright, it’s the isiXhosa 

of the cool guys, I would say like the language we speak’, focus group 3) 

 

Indlela esisetyenziswe ngayo ngesiXhosa it’s not isiXhosa like esi sintsokokothileyo si deep and all that stuff but 

sisXhosa esixube netsotsi-taal the way umntu ongangam akwazi ukuyi andastenda even if nob’elagama 

alinakungena kwiincwadi zesiXhosa but still ndiyakwazi ukuyi andastenda so khange ndibone nto ingako mna 

like erongo (‘The way the language was used in the isiXhosa version, it’s not isiXhosa like that is 

complicated and deep and all that stuff but it’s isiXhosa that is mixed with Tsotsitaal the way a 

person of my age can understand it even if the word is not in the isiXhosa books, but still I can 

understand it, so I didn’t see anything wrong’, focus group 3).  

 

Those who read Kontax in isiXhosa also commented on their happy surprise when they realized 

that the story was available in isiXhosa: I was amazed that there was also isiXhosa!, I didn't know that 

something/story could be written in isiXhosa I was surprised and interested (m4Lit survey comments).  

 Assessing these data is very much a ‘glass-is-half-empty/half-full’ dilemma: should one 

interpret one quarter of isiXhosa readers among the survey participants as being ‘a lot’ or just ‘a 

little’? Given the systematic marginalization of isiXhosa, the lack of access to isiXhosa literacy in the 

education system and the dearth of isiXhosa reading material, the uptake should be seen as a 

success. Being given the opportunity to read isiXhosa a quarter of readers embarked on this 

challenge, notwithstanding their unfamiliarity and difficulties with reading isiXhosa. That there 

was an pleasure in reading isiXhosa, was also evident in the translation workshops where the 

teenagers worked slowly through the isiXhosa text, following a one-letter-at-a-time reading method 

by which they constructed the words they use as part of their everyday language laboriously. 

However, this notwithstanding, the teenagers spent hours with the draft manuscript, concentrated 

and passionate, debated points of spelling and grammatical correctness, and asked for copies of the 

text afterwards – so that they could go and practice their reading of isiXhosa, because it is ‘their 

language’.11  

 

(b) Mobi-site Statistics  

The mobi-site was open to everyone who wanted to read the story. Combining a range of measures 

(number of returning visitors, duration of visit and chapter logs) allows one to estimate the number 

of story readers at around 250 to 350. Unfortunately none of this data can be segregated for 

                                                           
11 See also Mbatha & Plüddemann (2004: 17) on the ‘the ever-present need for an explosion of quality African-language 
books and other learning support materials.’ 
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language. Instead user engagement with the story will be used as a proxy for assessing the 

popularity of the two language versions among multilingual isiXhosa speakers.  

 

As noted above (Section 1), the site allowed reader comments on the chapters. This, however, 

required registration on the site. There were 114 registrations in the targeted age group of 14 to 17 

years when the story was live.12 The majority of those who registered were speakers of African 

languages (73.5%; see Table 12).  

 
Table 12. User statistics (N=114) 

Category Percentage 

Gender Female 61.9% 

Male 38.1% 

Age 14 10.6% 

 15 17.7% 

 16 27.4% 

 17 44.2% 

City Cape Town 36.2% 

 Johannesburg/Pretoria 23% 

 Durban 7.1% 

 Other South African city/town 32.7% 

 Outside of South Africa 0.8% 

Home language Afrikaans 5.3% 

 English 21.2% 

 isiXhosa 32.7% 

 isiZulu 13.3% 

 Sotho-Tswana 17.7% 

 Siswati 2.7% 

 Xitsonga 1.8% 

 Tshivenda 3.5% 

 Other 1.8% 

 

Altogether, 330 chapter comments were posted on the site by this group of users. The majority were 

in English (287 comments, 87.0%), 42 chapter comments were in isiXhosa. Twelve of the 37 

registered isiXhosa-speakers contributed chapter comments. Table 13 lists the nicks, self-

descriptions (‘about me’), demographics and language choices of these twelve isiXhosa-speaking 

contributors. 
 

  

                                                           
12 That is from 30 September to 21 October 2009 when a new chapter appeared every day.  
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Table 13.  IsiXhosa-speaking contributors to chapter comments (N=12) 
 ‘About me’ Age Gender Place of 

residence 
Number of 
comments, 
English 

Number of 
comments, 
isiXhosa 

Sbuja / 17 m Cape Town 17 11  

Sugar 1 thng i knw 4 sure is tat im sweeter 
than u. And also ima smart gal so 
dnt mess up o u'l b messd up. 

17 f Cape Town 4 12  

Diary I LOVE POETRY,H!P 
HOP,RNB,POP ROCK.N IEM 
DOING MY FIRST YEAR AT 
RUSSEL ROAD COLLEGE.N 
STDYING 2 BE AN ECONOMIST. 

17 f Port Elisabeth 8 / 

Khusta Mkhuseli  16 m Cape Town  / 8  

Tash be nic and ask 16 f Cape Town 1 6  

Amila Black nd proud 17 f Cape Town 4 / 

Sweetness Nocy 16 f Cape Town 2 2 

Fire / 16 f Mthatha 1 / 

Nerd love to read and write 17 m Cape Town 1 1 

Phoenix Mastermind 17 m Cape Town 1 / 

Zizie Ask me 16 f Cape Town 1 / 

 

The general uptake of the opportunity to write in isiXhosa was good, with an English/isiXhosa 

ratio of 1:1 for isiXhosa-speaking contributors, reflecting an overall balanced multilingual 

engagement. 13  

Among the isiXhosa contributors four teenagers stand out: Sbuja, Suga, Khusta and Tash. All 

four had been part of the pre-story workshops where aspects of the story line were developed, and 

thus had a feeling of ownership with regard to the story and the project. They contributed over 80% 

of all isiXhosa comments on the site (N=37). Their special status notwithstanding, their engagement 

with the isiXhosa version of the story was consistent and certainly not a passing fad. For these users 

Kontax offered a space in which they were able to explore and express an isiXhosa linguistic 

identity in a medium (a digital public spaces) which conventionally privileges English voices.  

 

(c) MXit Statistics 

The full text of Kontax (English and isiXhosa) was posted on MXit on 26 October 2009, 3 days after 

the serialized version on the mobi-site was completed. The general uptake of the novel was 

considerably higher than on the mobisite, with about 10.000 to 13.000 readers between 26 October 

and 12 November (a period of three weeks).  

Unfortunately MXit does not collect home language data as part of its subscription 

procedure, and province will therefore be used as a rough proxy. The Eastern and Western Cape are 

the core areas for isiXhosa in South Africa, covering 81.5% of all isiXhosa speakers in the country. 

Since only 1% of readers were located in the Eastern Cape (pointing to the extreme marginalization 

of rural areas with respect to information access), the focus will be on the 16% of users from the 

                                                           
13 Two isiXhosa comments were made by Keisha, a Xitonga-speaking user (f, 16 years) from Nelspruit, Mpumalanga. Her 
use of isiXhosa (in alternation with English which is the language of the majority of her comments) reflects the 
multilingual realities of South Africa’s linguistic landscape.  
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Western Cape. Table 14 gives the average number of chapter downloads (page views) for the 

Western Cape.14  

 
Table 14. Average number of chapter downloads (page views), Kontax on MXit (Western Cape estimates; 26 October to 12 

November 2009) 

 English  isiXhosa  
Average number of downloads per 
chapter 

2902 628 

 

Thus, 18% of chapter downloads in the Western Cape accessed the isiXhosa version of Kontax. 

Chapter downloads, however, cannot be equated to ‘readers’ as there may have been repeat views 

(i.e. some users, either intentionally or unintentionally, downloading chapters more than one. Using 

Walton’s (2010, Table 2), estimate that about two-thirds of the page view figures can be seen as 

reflecting individual readers, the number of individual readers of the isiXhosa version should be 

around 440 readers. Using the 2007 data for Cape Town as a rough guideline, about 1200 of the total 

number of Western Cape MXit readers were likely to be isiXhosa-speaking. Using MXit as a 

distribution platform 36.7% of these potential readers selected to read Kontax in isiXhosa.Again, 

given the limited access to isiXhosa literacy in the education system and the general absence of 

material in which teenagers can practice their literacy skills (making English the ‘more comfortable’ 

option), this is a non-negligible percentage.15 

 

 

8. Conclusion(s): i-English ingu number one? 
Is English the number one? By giving multilingual isiXhosa-speakers the opportunity to read in 

isiXhosa, this project had a strong political and transformative agenda: to provide young readers 

with a choice and to show them that the world of reading (even if relatively formal and non-peer-

group-based) can accommodate more than one language. While existing literacy practices 

emphasize English as ‘the language of literacy’ (and by association of education and mobility), non-

negligible numbers of teenagers chose isiXhosa – a language they rarely see in print – as their 

preferred language for reading Kontax. Figure 4 summarizes the uptake of the isiXhosa version of 

Kontax across readership groups. 

 
Figure 4. Uptake of Kontax across isiXhosa-speaking readership groups 

                                                           
14

 It was not possible to limit the data to the focus age group of 14 to 17, because of the way MXit collects its statistics. 
About 80% of the MXit readers of Kontax fall into the age group 11 to 25.   
15 The Kontax figures compare very favourably to the (still rough) statistics recently released for a mobile, multilingual 
HIV information service, where only 5% of users chose the African language (isiZulu or isiXhosa) option (see 
http://marlonparker.blogspot.com/2009/09/mobile-language-preferences-by-users-on.html). Possible explanations 
include: quality of translation, communicative domain (novel vs. specialized medical discourse), user profile (i.e. it is not 
clear how many of the users of this service are speakers of the two African languages available). 

http://marlonparker.blogspot.com/2009/09/mobile-language-preferences-by-users-on.html
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In taking this project further (Phase 2) I would like to move beyond the monolithic (and limiting) 

construction of individual languages as separate entities which exist in clearly defined spaces 

(English and isiXhosa respectively, not only the story versions but also chapter comments), and to 

emphasize multilingualism and hybridity. In late modernity, languages are no longer 

‘compartmentalized ... but rather they overlap, intersect, and interconnect. A fusion of languages, 

dialects, scripts, registers, and semiotic systems characterize how people communicate today’ 

(García et al. 2007; cf. the examples given at the end of Section 6).  

However, these multilingual and multistylistic ‘fusions’ which drive everyday literacies and 

innovation in multilingual societes exist in grassroots practices (the bazaar), and cannot easily be 

emulated from the perspective of the cathedral (a position which the researchers occupied as 

academics and adults in Phase 1; cf. Raymond 1999 for the original metaphor; see also Blommaert 

2008 on ‘grassroots literacies’). In Phase 2 one should embrace the bazaar, let teenagers do the 

writing (poems, song lyrics, whatever they like), create content for one another (Generation C as it 

has been dubbed; cf. Kalmus et. al. 2009), and engage actively with the bottom-up translation and 

linguistic transformation of existing materials/content. Our role should be little more than 

providing an infrastructure and platform (see footnote 3). In sum, Phase 2 should draw on a new 

model of social advocacy, as articulated recently by Andrew Puddephat at a colloquium on Human 

Rights and ICTs at the University of Cape Town (November 2009): ‘Spread an idea, let people find 

its relevance and take it up/embellish it/own it ...’. So, let’s hand over to the next generation, mja!16 

 

 

9. Glossary 
Cathedral and Bazaar – A metaphor introduced by the open-software advocate Eric Steven Raymond 

to describe the fundamental differences between top-down (e.g. GNU Emacs) and bottom-

up (e.g. Linux) approaches to software development. He describes the bazaar model, which 

is also advocated in the above report, as follows: ‘delegate everything you can, be open to be 

point of promiscuity ... [allow] a great babbling bazaar of different agendas and approaches 

... out of which a coherent and stable system could seemingly emerge’ 

http://www.catb.org/~esr/writings/ cathedral-bazaar/cathedral-bazaar/. 

Borrowing – When linguistic items from one language (usually lexical items, words) are integrated 

into another language.   

Domain – A sphere of communicative interaction which is characterized by certain practices and 

norms, including language choices and preferences.  

                                                           
16 Mja, isiXhosa MXit abbreviation for moja, meaning ‘cool’.  

•25.8% (of participants read the isiXhosa version)

Survey 

•50.6% (of isiXhosa-speaking users posted comments in isiXhosa)

Mobi-site

•36.7% of isiXhosa-speaking readers in the Western Cape accessed the isiXhosa-
version (estimated)

MXit
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Endangered language – A language is described as endangered if there is the risk that it will no longer 

be spoken in the near future. If children are no longer acquiring a language fluently, then the 

language is considered to be endangered.   

Generation C – ‘C’ in this context stands for ‘creativity’ and well as ‘content’. The term describes a 

new generation of ICT users who actively create and share content with one another (rather 

than simply consuming existing content). This includes blogs, on-line journalism, YouTube 

and Flickr, Facebook profiles, etc.   

GRPS-enabled mobile phones – GRPS stands for ‘general packet radio service’ and describes a 

technology that enables data communication. GRPS phones can access the internet. 

Heteroglossia/heteroglossic – A term introduced by the Russian linguist and literary scholar Mikhail 

Bakhtin. Heteroglossia describes the fact that language (e.g. English or isiXhosa) is not a 

unified and homogenous form, but always consists of many different social languages, 

which are used by different people in different contexts.  

Home language – Statistics South Africa defines ‘home language’ as the ‘language spoken most often 

at home’ (http://www.statssa.gov.za/census01/census96/ 

html/metadata/Docs/Dfntns.html) 

Hybridity – The mixing of different languages and language varieties – as well as different 

discourses and genres – within a single text or utterance.  

Instrumental motivation – A type of motivation to learn/use a language which emphasizes the 

practical (or instrumental) values of a language. 

Integrative motivation – A type of motivation to use/learn a language which emphasizes identity and 

social interaction.  

Language shift – The process whereby a speech community adopts a demographically and/or 

politically-economically dominant language, and gradually stops speaking its own 

language.  

Late modernity – Our contemporary world, brought about by far-reaching economic and social 

changes, sometime after the 1960s/1970s. Instead of the strong standardization and 

homogenization imperative of modernity, we now see increasing variation, fragmentation 

and heterogeneity. 

(Linguistic) market – The metaphor of a linguistic market was introduced by the French sociologist 

Pierre Bourdieu to describe differences in the evaluation and use of languages and language 

varieties within a society. The basic idea is that – just as in any other market – not all forms 

of language have the same ‘value’. The ‘market value’ of a language or language variety is 

best visible in its effects, i.e. whether the speaker is heard, attended to, imitated, or 

alternatively, ignored and pushed aside.  

Linguistic repertoire – The set of language varieties that are used within a community or by an 

individual speaker.  

Literacy/literacies – Literacy refers to communication which involves the use of written language. 

However, going beyond this most basic definition, the concept of literacy is highly contested 

among academics and policy makers. Rather than devising indices which allow to measure 

literacy and distinguish the ‘literate’ from the ‘illiterate’, sociolinguists and educationalists 

have focused on literacy as a social phenomenon. That means describing and analysing what 

people ‘do’ with literacy, how they integrate literacy practices into their daily lives. The 

plural form ‘literacies’ is widely used in this context. It indicates that there exist different 
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forms of literacy (school literacy, leisure literacy, academic literacy, workplace literacy etc.) 

in a society, and also reflects a particular theoretical stance which sees literacy not as a 

unified and homogenous phenomenon, but as inherently variable and multiple. 

Literacy events – A communicative event in which written texts play an important role. For example, 

reading a story to a child at bedtime, reading the paper at the breakfast table.  

Mobile novel – A novel that is read on and distributed via mobile phones. The mobile or m-novels 

originated in Japan where they were produced by novice writers, mostly by young women. 

In their original format chapters contain about 70 to 100 words (to fit into the character limit 

of an SMS), using short sentences and frequent dialogue. For further information see 

Goodyear (2008) and Clark (2009).  

Multilingual/Multilingualism – The regular use of two or more languages by an individual or a 

speech community.  

MXit language/textspeak/txtspk/SMS language – A type of written language characterized by a trend 

towards letter reduction, and a generally telegraphic style (which also allows for the 

omission of words such as articles or copula verbs, e.g. ‘is’ in sentences such as ‘she is nice’). 

Consonant writing is a typical feature of English-based textspeak (work > wrk) as well as 

phonological approximations (you > u), number homophones (too > 2, for > 4), and letter 

omission (I’ll > i’l). In addition, non-standard spelling are popular (love > luv, always > 

always; see Deumert & Masinyana 2008 for examples from a South African corpus; Crystal 

2008 for a book-length discussion). In South Africa English-based textspeak is commonly 

referred to as ‘MXit language’ (as it is used most frequently by users of the mobile instant 

messaging service MXit). Textspeak is not only found in English. An example of isiXhosa 

textspeak is given in the title of this report: klk cc > kaloku sisi (‘now my sister’). 

Non-standard language – Forms and structures which are not considered standard (i.e. appropriate in 

formal speech/writing and sanctioned by the education system, editors and other linguistic 

authorities) are often referred to as non-standard. Non-standard languages are not inferior to 

standard languages, they are simply different and have their own norms, rules and 

regularities.  

Speech acts – Within a functional analysis of language, speech acts refer to the communicative 

activity which is performed by speaking; in other words, they are things that we ‘do’ with 

language (as argued by the philosopher J.L. Austin in his book Doing Things with Words, 

1962). The speech acts discussed here (love/anger) fall under the heading of ‘expressives’, 

i.e. speakers express their feelings to a listener.  
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