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M
eet Airtime, K8, Sbu and
Songezwa – the Kontax
crew. These four South

African teens have burst onto your
cellphone in Kontax – the first
South African mobile novel 
(m-novel), which was launched at
the end of September by the Shut-
tleworth Foundation. 

The four friends are teenage
graffiti artists. 

Since Wednesday September 30,
teens around South Africa have
been following the Kontax crew as
they unravel the mystery of Adelle,
a young French girl whom Sbu
meets at a party one night. But that
night Adelle disappears. 

With only her cellphone for
clues, the friends set out to find her
but are not prepared for what they
discover along the way.

Each day, a new chapter of the
story is released in English and
isiXhosa, on the Kontax mobi site.
The interactive forum allows regis-
tered users to comment on the story
and answer the daily poll question. 

Steve Vosloo, Fellow for 21st Cen-
tury Learning at the Shuttleworth
Foundation, says the story is not a
novel that has been digitised. 

It was written for the mobile
model, by Sam Wilson of Clock
Work Zoo and translated into isiX-
hosa by Nkululeko Mabandla.

But in SA where getting
teenagers to read and write is a
problem, why launch an m-novel? 

“At the Foundation we research
how technology can support learn-
ing and a complaint we often get is:

‘Teens don’t read enough, they
don’t write enough and they love
their cellphones’. We thought, let’s
see if we can get them to do that on
their cellphones,” says Steve.

The Foundation found that in
Japan cellphone novels are very
popular.

They are written in a particular
style with short chapters, a fast-
moving plot line, and each chapter
ends with a cliff-hanger. 

And so, says Steve, they decided
to write a SA teen mystery mobile
novel. 

“We also said let’s publish it in
isiXhosa. If we want to get kids to
read more, we can’t only publish
the novel in one language. Eight
percent of South Africans have
English as a home language and
40% percent of South Africa have
an Nguni language as a home lan-
guage,” says Steve, adding that Kon-
tax has been translated into a style
of isiXhosa that Zulu-speaking
teens will also understand.

The storyline deals with issues
many SA teens face today: family
members who are HIV-positive,
relationships and the challenges of
the social scene.

Steve says they wanted to exper-
iment with storytelling, so wrote
the story in a way that uses the fea-
tures of a cellphone. Each day a
new chapter is released and readers
can answer questions about what is
happening in the story that day. 

Readers are also able to com-
ment on what is happening in the
story. Each day the readers with the
best English and isiXhosa com-
ments win R100 airtime.

“Definitely a criticism we’ll get
is that most of the comments are in
text speak. Some interesting
research coming out of the UK has
found that texting isn’t bad for you
– it develops phonetic awareness.
The small interface forces you to
write economically, inventively and
playfully and those are good skills
to have when writing. Good spelling
and grammar are only one aspect
when you write. From the com-
ments we can see these kids are
reading the story, understanding it,

forming an opinion and expressing
it. They are expressing it in text
speak rather than conventional reg-
ister; they’ve already done these
preactions before it hits paper,”
Steve says. 

The Shuttleworth Foundation
plans to explore m-novels as a com-
plement and alternative to printed
books as “there’s definitely room
for both”. 

“This isn’t the death of the book.
We’ve got to realise what teens are
interested in,” he says. 

And teens are certainly inter-
ested in Kontax, some of the
(unedited) comments on the mobi
site have been:

“Kontax is socially intergrative*
da youth of 1976 said education is
tha key to suces thus we oath 2 beta
way of doing +hings’ so kontax is
hlpng us to ripe +he fruit of our
long lived heros by saying READ-
ING IS THE KEY TO SUCCES...” 

“What i like and ideas: Kontax is
the most exciting thing that i’ve
ever experianced i mean im not
holding heavy book anymore its me
and my phone and i have even told
my friends to tell their friends and
all of their friends to join kontax
now the ideas that i have there
should be something like pics and
videos and even a skin just to
freshen it up you know and kontax
does educate us as far as im con-
cerned,i like this its great thanks!!”

“Gr8 idea* I think this is the nxt
best thng since sliced bread,cnt
wait 4 the next chapter.its rly inter-
estn, i cnt stand readn a novel bt
this is diffrnt coz its jst lyk face-
book”

Another way for readers to get
thinking, writing and involved is by
coming up with an idea for the
sequel. 

Teenagers are asked to write
their ideas in 100 to 400 words and
the three best ideas in isiXhosa and
English will win R2 000 airtime, R1
000 airtime and R500 airtime. The
competition closes on Friday
November 20. 

To read Kontax visit
www.kontax.mobi from your cell-
phone or computer.

Kontax crew tackle teenage issues in m-novel

■ Above: Sbu and K8
are part of the Kontax
crew.

■ Steve Vosloo heads the m-novel project for
the Shuttleworth Foundation.


