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Abstract  

A 2018 survey (Statistics South Africa, n.d.) reported that almost half of South African children 
aged four years had never read a book with their parents. In light of the current literacy crisis 
that South Africa is experiencing, providing appropriate materials to encourage and aid 
reading and storytelling activities is increasingly important but remains a challenge. Wordless 
picturebooks are an under researched literary genre in the South African context but, we 
argue, they can be used to spark a culture and love of reading because they can be enjoyed 
by readers of various backgrounds, language preferences, and literacy levels. Using 
participative research, the Dithakga Tša Gobala project investigated whether and how the 
development of wordless picturebooks in local communities could help parents engage in 
cognitively stimulating activities such as shared reading and storytelling. Stories sourced from 
two communities were used to create a series of wordless picturebooks that were then 
circulated in the communities. Initial results indicated that not only did the project have a 
positive impact on the participants’ self-concept and their relationship with reading, but that 
the books were also positively received by the wider community. Results indicated that the 
books were easy to use, created positive parent–child experiences, encouraged imagination, 
and that the content of the books was relatable. Challenges that arose included issues of 
authorship and misunderstandings between authors and illustrators. Nevertheless, the 
findings suggest that wordless picturebooks are a valuable genre in the South African reading 
landscape and that a participatory model for creating relevant, local content for reading is not 
only viable but also beneficial for communities and other stakeholders.  
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Introduction 

The Statistics South Africa (n.d.) General Household Survey 2018 reported that almost half of South 
African children had never read a book or drawn with their parents by the age of four. In addition, 35% 
of surveyed households reported that they had never taken part in storytelling activities with their 
children. Statistics such as these are worrying because cognitively stimulating activities such as joint 
reading and storytelling support early or emergent literacy, and are fundamental in enabling early 
learning experiences that link to “academic achievement, reduced grade retention, higher graduation 
rates and enhanced productivity in adult life” (Strickland & Riley-Ayers, 2006, p. 1). Activities such as 
shared book reading, which fosters early literacy, have been linked to the ability to maintain interest 
in reading, even when children can read without support (Meiers, 2004).  

Considering the “national crisis of reading” (Spaull et al., 2016, p. 6) that South Africa is experiencing, 
providing appropriate and cost-effective reading materials to encourage and aid this activity is 
increasingly important but remains a challenge. Providing reading material for a culturally diverse 
audience that speaks 11 official languages and a variety of vernaculars is a difficult task. Both 
government and publishers are working with limited budgets in a context where reading materials, 
especially for younger children, are an expensive luxury for the majority of households. 

This where our argument for the use of wordless picturebooks in the South African context comes in. 
Wordless books are books that create a story entirely, or predominantly, through pictures (Arizpe et 
al., 2014; Crawford & Hade, 2000; Dowhower, 1997; Nikolajeva & Scott, 2001; Serafini, 2014). Readers 
engage with the story by interpreting these pictures. The books allow multiple stories to be formed, 
using a language of the reader’s choice. By emphasising visual literacy as a means to construct a 
narrative, the books can be read by readers of different literacy levels and do not rely on a person’s 
ability to decode text or read in a specific language. The genre includes books of varying difficulty 
(Jalongo et al.,  2002) and is appropriate for readers of all ages, ranging from basic picturebooks to 
complex graphic novels. 

International literature on wordless picturebooks points to the widespread use of the genre in both 
educational and home settings (e.g., Arizpe, 2014; Dowhower, 1997; Jalongo et al., 2002; Knudsen-
Lindauer, 1988; Reese, 1996). More recently, The International Board on Books for Young People (IBBY, 
2020) has created a library of wordless picturebooks for use by refugees on the island of Lampedusa 
in Italy. The influx of refugees with different languages and cultures called for a new approach to 
engaging with them and introducing them to the language of their new home base (Lindfors, 2016). 
This led to the project, Silent Books: From the World to Lampedusa and Back, being launched in 2012. 
Hjorton and Corneliuson (2016) described this project as follows: 

The project focused on a collection of wordless picture books, on the understanding that the inherent narrative 
power of the images could bridge cultural and linguistic barriers. Everyone could share in the same story, no 
matter where they came from or what language they spoke. (p. 2) 

The IBBY Silent Books project also indicated that wordless picturebooks, through their ability to cross 
language barriers, provided a new way of working with displaced children.  

http://dx.doi.org/10.17159/2221-4070/2021/v10i1a4
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Little information exists on the use of the genre locally, although, due to the characteristics of the 
genre, it can be argued that these books are an ideal reading tool for South Africa’s multilingual, 
multicultural landscape given that their reading is not limited to any language or literacy level. The few 
studies that are available indicate that wordless picturebooks have been positively received in 
instances where they have been introduced as a reading intervention (Arbuckle, 2004; Haese et al., 
2018; le Roux,2 2012, 2017; Schaffer & Watters, 2003) and assessment tool (Acker, 2012). This is not 
to say that the genre is a solution to South Africa’s literacy crisis but, rather, it can be seen as a tool to 
foster an engagement with books.  

Literacy is often narrowly defined as the ability to read and write, or as being able to decode literary 
sounds (Guzula, as cited in eNCA, 2019). Literacy can be viewed in a much broader sense to refer to 
other competencies and skills that enable access to knowledge, for example, visual literacy or media 
literacy (United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organization, 2006). Guzula, a literacy 
expert from the University of Cape Town, highlighted that this narrow definition of literacy, which is 
perpetuated in South Africa, is “privileging children whose culture is in book reading” and that there is 
still a tendency to ignore storytelling resources that are available to children and parents (as cited in 
eNCA, 2019, 8:15). Wordless picturebooks require readers to create their own story through the 
interpretation of images and, as such, harness many of the benefits found in storytelling. Through 
listening to stories, children acquire an awareness of various forms of the written language. The 
National Association for the Education of Young Children (NAEYC, 1998) highlighted that the “talk” 
involved in storybook reading is powerful, allowing children to link events in the story to their own 
lives. This “decontextualized language” (Snow 1991, p. 5) can allow children to add their own 
imagination to what they can see in the story and, in this way, encourages higher-level thinking. 
Further, it can be argued that the wordless genre allows people from different backgrounds in the oral 
tradition of storytelling to enjoy book sharing, rather than focus on decoding text.  

The characteristics of wordless picturebooks position them as a multimodal source of communication 
in that they require the decoding of meaning through an ensemble of modes rather than focusing on 
just one. Readers are required to interpret pictures (visual images) by telling a story (using words) that 
draws on their own cultural, historic, and social context. Multimodality in education has received 
renewed research attention during the last 15 years in South Africa. Williamson (2016) wrote that the 
acceptance of other communication means beyond language and writing ensures that children are 
able to move between many concurrent meaning-making opportunities.  

The Dithakga Tša Gobala Project 

Aims and Objectives 

The focus of this study was not on the development of literacy as such but, rather, to investigate how 
the development of wordless picturebooks in local communities could foster a culture of reading or 
help parents engage in cognitively stimulating activates such as shared reading or storytelling, 
regardless of their literacy levels. Literacy is a contextual factor in the sense that the project works with 
people of differing literacy levels, although not measured as such. The objective of the study was to 
create a series of wordless picturebooks through a process of participation with local communities, 
which could be used by parents3 and children in shared reading, regardless of literacy levels or 
language choice.   

 
2 Le Roux is the maiden name of coauthor, Adrie Haese.  
3 In this article, references to “parents” include parents and caregivers.  
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Study Method 

The Dithakga Tša Gobala project—named by the participants who took part in the project in 2017—
loosely translates from Sesotho to mean “Reading Champions.” Participatory research, as outlined by 
Bless et al. (2013), was used as the research design for this project. They described it as follows:  

Participatory research encourages the active participation of the people whom the 
research is intended to assist. In this way it empowers people to be involved in all aspects 
of the project, including the planning and implementation of the research, and any 
solutions that emerge from the research. Everybody involved in the research project works 
together as a team (Bless et al., 2013, p. 90). 

The population for the study was defined as parents or primary caregivers who resided in low 
socioeconomic areas, and their children, because parental involvement before school is an extremely 
important aspect of teaching children a love for reading and books—and a predictor of later academic 
success (Acker, 2012). Purposive sampling was used to select participants at the two research sites 
with the initial aim of involving six parents and their children at each site. Because the research was to 
be facilitated from the selected early childhood development (ECD) centre or school, parents needed 
to have a child enrolled at that institution. In 2017, six adults and their children, aged between three 
and six years old, took part in the project at the Mamelodi site. In 2018, five adults took part in the 
project at the Mamelodi site, and six adults and their children, aged between seven and nine years, 
took part at the Danville site. It should be noted that although sampling at the Danville site was based 
on the child’s enrolment at the school, the participants extended the project to their families with the 
result that, in some cases, authorship for each book is attributed to an entire family rather than to only 
one adult and one child participant. Adults were not always the child’s biological parents but 
sometimes an aunt, uncle, or sibling who took part in the project with their relative (child). Table 1 
provides an outline of the participants per year. 

Table 1  

Detail of Participants in the Study 

Year  Mamelodi Danville 

2017 6 adults 

6 children (aged 3–6 years) 

Project did not run 

2018 5 adults 

5 adult mentors 

6 adults 

6 children (aged 7–9 years) 

Bless et al. (2013) noted that the first step in participatory action research (PAR) is the request for 
assistance, which should ideally come from the community. The community was approached with the 
idea to collaboratively explore the ways in which communities could provide their input into the 
creation of picturebooks and to participate in the evaluation of the use of the books. The research sites 
at which the project was run were identified as existing in communities characterised by poverty and 
low socioeconomic status because there is an obvious link between illiteracy and poverty (Mahala, 
2010), and low literacy levels are often linked to lack of exposure to books. In 2017, the project only 
ran in Mamelodi East in Tshwane, and was based at an ECD centre. Corporate funding was received 
for this project in 2017. In 2018, with continued corporate funding and additional funding received 
from the National Research Foundation (NRF), the project was continued in Mamelodi East and was 
extended to a primary school in Danville, also in Tshwane.  
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Both of the selected sites offered social work and family support services and were well established in 
the surrounding community. Consequently, they were seen as an appropriate contact point for the 
project to invite members of the community to participate in the project given that social workers 
could be used as gatekeepers for the research. It should be noted that, as a means to ensure 
transparency, the project was run through a registered nonprofit/public benefit company. This would 
provide a clear picture to all funders of how funds were used.4 
 
After an introduction session in which community members learnt about the project and its aims, 
community members (see Table 1) volunteered for the project. During the negotiation phase of the 
PAR (Bless et al., 2013), a working relationship was established with all participants. The participants 
brought to the table active participation, first-hand knowledge and experience of reading and 
storytelling in their community, and knowledge of what content their children might enjoy reading. 
The researchers provided theoretical knowledge on wordless picturebooks, access to illustrators and 
the materials resources, and physical space to complete the project. During an initial focus group 
session, the long-term goal of the project was identified by 2017 participants as encouraging a culture 
of reading in their community and the name, Dithakga Tša Gobala (reading champions), was chosen to 
identify the books created through the process. It was decided to keep this name for the project.  

The planning phase (Bless et al., 2013) outlined how we would work together to meet the goals of the 
project. Project timelines, the formats of workshops, and times and places that we would meet were 
decided and agreed in the group at the start of the 2017 and 2018 projects. Roles and decision-making 
capacity were also discussed in detail, and it was emphasised that the decisions made by community 
participants were integral to each process of the book creation project. These decisions pertained to 
how their story was recorded (drawing, writing, voice recording, singing, video recording), how the 
illustrators represented their stories, and how the final books were distributed.  

Once this had been done, the project was implemented. The data collection process for the creation 
of the books can be described as comprising of three distinct phases: story collection, illustration, and 
feedback. Each phase included a set action and reflection on that action, and the process was iterative 
and reciprocal. Table 2 lists the dates of each project phase during 2017 and 2018 and is followed by 
an outline of the phases.  

 
4 Company financials are available online or upon request. 
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Table 2 

Project Phases and Dates 

Project phase  Mamelodi 2017 Mamelodi 2018 Danville 2018 

Introduction and planning 20 April 27 March 13 April 

Story collection workshops 
5 May 

6 May 

11 April 

12 April 

16 April 

17 April 

Feedback on illustration roughs and 
story outline 

1 June 3 May (afternoon) 3 May (morning) 

Feedback on colour pages and 
detailed planning 

18 July 31 May (afternoon) 31 May (morning) 

Final sign-off and distribution 
planning 

1 August 3 August 2 August 

Book launch 31 August 30 August 7 September 

 
Story Collection 

The participants were asked to attend two story collection workshops. The data (stories) collected 
from these workshops would be sent to illustrators who were tasked with the illustration of a 16-page 
wordless book based on the stories. 

The workshops were structured in a manner that allowed parents and children to work together to 
create a story. The participants were invited to draw, write, dance, sing, or use voice recordings or any 
other media of their choice to document their story in a language they were comfortable speaking. 
The researcher and a social worker on site facilitated the workshops, which took place over the space 
of two days. They reiterated the goals of the workshops and ensured that participants had access to 
any materials they needed to document their stories. Translators were available for participants who 
did not speak English and any written material that was not in English was translated. 

Once the participants started engaging with their chosen media, stories seemed to be easy to tell and 
document and the participants also indicated what type of images they would like to see in their book. 
Both parents and children created visual reference material for the illustrators to use, as seen in Image 
1. At the end of the two workshops, the facilitator checked that her understanding and interpretation 
of the collected data were correct and that she would be able to brief the illustrators effectively.  
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Image 1  

Images From the Story Collection Workshops in Which Parent and Child Participants Are Engaged 
in Creating Visual Reference Materials for Use by Illustrators (2018) 

 
 
Illustration and Feedback 

The data pertaining to the collected stories (writing, voice recordings, video recordings) were 
transcribed by the researcher and sent to the illustrators along with any references provided by the 
concept authors. Image 2 shows some of the material collected from concept authors during the 
workshops. A number of final-year illustration students and professional illustrators worked on the 
project.  

Data collected from the workshops ranged from being very specific about the details of the story and 
its representation to being very open to interpretation. The illustrators were asked to provide work in 
three phases. After each phase, a feedback session was arranged with the participants to make sure 
that their story was being depicted in a manner with which they were happy.   
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Image 2 

Examples of Visual Reference Material Created by Concept Authors. These Were Sent to Illustrators 
To Use in the Planning of the Final Books (2017–2018) 

 
The first stage of the illustration process was the illustration roughs and story outline stage. The 
illustrators provided the 16-page story outline with an explanation of what action would take place on 
each page. In addition, they worked on character development and a colour scheme for the book. 
Examples of the illustration roughs are shown in Image 3. This work was printed and taken to each 
research site for feedback from the participants. Changes were indicated verbally or on the printed 
pages themselves and then communicated to the illustrators who implemented the changes before 
their next deadline.  
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Image 3 

Examples of Illustration Roughs That Were Used in Phase One of the Book Creation. These Roughs 
Were Printed and Given to the Concept Authors, Who Were Invited To Make Suggestions and 
Changes to the Work Before the Illustrators Continued Working on the Books (2018, from left to 
right, Zinhle Zulu, Stephen Wallace, le Roux) 

 
The next stage was for the illustrators to provide several final colour pages and detailed planning on 
the rest of the book. Image 4 shows examples of colour pages provided to concept authors. The 
participants were again invited to give feedback on this stage during a feedback session. Lastly, the 
illustrators provided a final copy of the illustrated story. Concept authors were asked to suggest any 
final changes they would like made and to then sign off on the book if they were happy with the final 
product. 

Image 4 

Examples of Colour Pages Given to Concept Authors for Comment Before the Illustrations Were 
Finalised (2018, from left to right: Jess Jardim-Wedepohl, le Roux) 

  
 
Final Product and Distribution 

In 2017 and 2018, the project resulted in the creation of 16 wordless picturebooks. Pages from these 
are shown in Image 4. The books were open-licensed under a Creative Commons Attribution 4.0 
License, which allowed for the concepts and illustrations to be shared and adapted for any purpose, 
provided the original author and illustrator were credited for their work. E-books were made available 
on a web platform and print files could be requested via the website.  
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In addition to the e-books, the researchers circulated a number of printed copies to the participants, 
the surrounding community, reading organisations, schools, and other nonprofit organisations. The 
participants were actively involved in decisions pertaining to how the books would be made available, 
and these decisions were made as part of a team.  

Data Collection After Distribution of Books 

After the conclusion of the project, data pertaining to participant experience of the project were 
collected from the participants (authors) through semi-structured group or individual interviews based 
on the availability and preference of participants at each research site.  

Data on the use of the books in the community were collected from parents with children registered 
in the ECD class of the Mamelodi site because every family had received a book pack containing all the 
books created during that project year to take home. Data were collected using feedback forms that 
were filled out with the assistance of care workers employed at the centre. The care workers included 
the completion of the form as part of their home visits. Data were analysed using thematic analysis, 
defined by Braun and Clarke (2013, p. 120) as “a method for identifying and analysing patterns in 
qualitative data.” 

Various methods were used to ensure the trustworthiness of the study. Peer debriefing (Guba, 1981) 
was done with the support from social work professionals at the research sites who were willing to 
provide professional opinions on the data collected. Triangulation was established by using different 
data collection methods (Shenton, 2004), which included group interviews and individual interviews, 
feedback forms, as well as the visual and written data collected from the story collection workshops. 
Member checking was done both during and at the end of interviews (Guba, 1981; Shenton, 2004). 
These checks served to ensure that the researcher was correctly interpreting what the participant was 
saying. Participants could listen to their interviews and request a transcript for their records if they 
wished. 

Ethical Considerations 

Protocols set up to ensure ethical facilitation of the project included participants being approached 
through gatekeepers. Singh and Wassenaar (2016) noted, "Conscientious and well-informed 
negotiations with gatekeepers are required in order to honour the ethical obligations to conduct 
appropriate stakeholder engagement before and during research, along with respect for the autonomy 
of institutions and their employees/clients/service recipients" (p. 45). 

A social worker based at each research site served as gatekeeper between researcher and participants 
and made contact with potential participants before the researcher did. Consequently, the voluntary 
nature of the study was emphasised and participants also had someone to speak to if they wished to 
withdraw from the research or were unhappy with any aspect of the project. Similarly, the researchers 
acted as facilitators between the concept authors and illustrators. In this way, we hoped to allow 
concept authors to give their honest feedback on the illustrations without fear of offending the 
illustrator.  

Participation in this project was voluntary, and the participants were free to withdraw from the project 
at any time with no negative consequences. Informed consent was given by all participants, and 
children and their parents were required to sign assent forms. Because the books were made available 
publicly, the participants could choose to have their names appear on the cover and copyright 
information of the book, or they could choose to remain anonymous.  
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Where participant names would appear on the books, responses in any reports were coded to keep 
individual answers, opinions, and feedback confidential. The participants were all aware that reports 
on the project would be written, and gave consent for their responses to be used. Contributor forms 
were signed by all project participants, which allowed the books to be open-licensed. All participants 
were made aware of the implications of this and agreed that their stories, concepts, and illustrations 
could be used by the project in this manner. Institutional clearance for the 2018 project was granted 
from Stellenbosch University. The 2017 study did not go through any formal ethical clearance 
procedures because it was implemented outside the university context as a follow up of a doctoral 
study (le Roux, 2017). However, the same ethical principles that governed le Roux’s (2017) study were 
followed, and all forms were developed with the assistance of social workers based at the research 
sites. 

The reciprocal and iterative nature of the project served to strengthen the collaborative relationship 
between researchers, participants, and illustrators. Continual feedback loops were created in which 
participants were empowered: their opinions were respected, the changes that they recommended to 
illustrations were implemented, and their vision for the project became integral the process. The 
empowering nature of collaboration is confirmed in the research findings in reports on participant 
experience of the project.  

The collaboration also led to the shared ownership of the books produced during the project. All 
stakeholders have the right to use and share the books. The books, in this sense, can be viewed as new 
knowledge. The addition of a unique ISBN number registered with the National Library of South Africa 
and the stipulation that the concept author, illustrator, and project name must always be credited in 
any adaptation of the work, serve as recognition given to new knowledge made by communities.  

Discussion of Findings 

The project’s first year concluded in November 2017. Based on suggestions from project participants 
and the community, the project continued in 2018 with participants from 2017 taking the lead as 
mentors for new authors and managing the project. Other suggestions from the community included 
the continuation of the project into reading material for older children, the establishment of book 
clubs (with training for facilitators), and that the concept authors be supported in the creation of more 
storybooks. 

The discussion below is divided into two sections in order to report on data and feedback collected 
during the project while the books were being completed, and after the completion of the project 
when books had been printed and distributed to concept authors and the community. Data collected 
after the completion of the project are further divided into data from the participants who took part 
in the book creation project and the community who received copies of the books—although they 
were not directly involved in the creation of them.  

Feedback during the project 

During feedback sessions where the illustration roughs and colour roughs were presented, the 
participants added personal touches to their story, for example, requesting that their child’s favourite 
toy be included in a scene. One participant asked for major changes to the illustrations, indicating that 
she felt the illustrations were not relevant to her community or might easily be misunderstood. She 
explained that it would not be easy for her to talk about a concept such as space travel, and it would 
be easier to talk about illustrations that were more relevant to her daily life.  
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Issues of authorship were also raised during the development of the wordless books. Stories collected 
were sometimes incomplete or lacking detail, resulting in the illustrators taking initiative in 
constructing scenes or adding detail to create a more complete storyline for their book. This brought 
the illustrators’ voice into the story with the result that the books can be viewed as more of a 
collaboration than a direct representation of community stories. The participants were asked to 
provide feedback on illustrator suggestions. Although all the books were given final sign-off, power 
relationships may have caused participants to feel that they could not say what they really wanted to 
because the illustrators had already suggested a solution. Issues of authorship also had to be navigated 
in cases where illustrators felt that they should also receive credit for the story, and not only be listed 
as illustrator.  

Although limited to two instances, the project also highlighted the sensitivity with which illustrators 
needed to approach the narratives provided by the authors. In these instances, there were significant 
differences between the illustration roughs and the final illustration. The authors reported that they 
were “sad” when they saw the changes, and that they had thought the illustrations would look like the 
ones they were shown during the planning phase—which should have been the case. Facilitator efforts 
to mediate this resulted in illustrators feeling that they had lost their creative voice, while authors felt 
that their stories were not being depicted in the manner to which they had agreed. Although the 
illustrators were asked to provide style samples during the planning phase of the books, this dilemma 
suggests that, for projects such as this, illustrators should be adequately prepared beforehand that the 
illustrations should reflect the authors’ wishes and context rather than their own preferences. 
Feedback sessions proved to be valuable to the participants, illustrators, and facilitators, with all 
parties noting that it was a learning experience for them.  

Feedback after the project 

Feedback was collected from project participants, the community, and other beneficiaries after 
completion of the project. The discussion of participant and community feedback is followed by a 
discussion of how the books were used beyond the immediate scope of the project. 

Participant Feedback 

One parent noted that the wordless format allowed them to tell their own stories rather than just read 
what text was provided. Another adult participant (a sister to the child participant) said that reading 
was something they could do as a family now, and that each of them could tell their own story based 
on their individual interpretation of the illustrations. 

Participants from both sites said that should the project run again, they would like to act as mentors 
to new project participants given that they had completed the project and could help other parents 
with the process. This was the case in Mamelodi in 2018, where participants from the 2017 project 
acted as mentors and helped facilitate story workshops. All participants suggested that the project be 
continued, one saying, “If you can get more kids and teachers to know about these kinds of books that 
can help our kids to use their imagination to tell a story.” Some recommended involving the children 
more, whereas others believed that more parents in the community needed to become involved.  

Feedback from the participants suggests that parents felt empowered by the project and have a vested 
interested in seeing it continue. Arguably, the most important part of the feedback is the impact that 
the process has had on how parents perceive themselves. A positive association with books and 
reading as an activity has the potential to change the reading environment at home and to cultivate a 
culture of reading in at least the participants’ homes. 
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Feedback From the Community 

As noted earlier, feedback was also collected from members of the Mamelodi community who were 
not directly involved in the project. In total, 51 feedback forms were collected, although some of them 
were incomplete. A thematic analysis of the forms identified five predominant themes throughout the 
feedback, namely, ease of use, educational outcomes, positive parent–child experiences, imagination, 
and relatable content. These are discussed in turn below. 

Ease of use 

The majority of respondents indicated that the books were easy to use and interesting and that, in 
most cases, the child took the lead during the reading session. In some cases, there was a learning 
curve when using the books, with one respondent noting: “It was difficult when we started, but 
eventually we managed and started to have fun together.” Other descriptions of the reading process 
included “It was fun for the child to use pictures to create a story,” “It was easy,” and “It was beautiful.”  

Educational outcomes 

Many of the aspects that respondents liked about the books were linked to educational outcomes. 
Quotes such as “To teach my baby to learn more” and “They are educating our kids” were frequent. 
Other respondents highlighted the fact that the books did not rely on the decoding of words in quotes 
such as “Other books do not have pictures, so if you don’t understand the words, then you are lost.”  

Positive parent–child experiences 

Responses from the feedback forms frequently reported the use of the books as facilitating positive 
parent–child experiences. A further two subthemes emerged from this—firstly, the enjoyment of the 
parent–child interaction that was facilitated by these books. When responding to questions that 
pertained to what readers liked or disliked about the books, and whether they experienced reading 
with wordless picturebooks differently to reading other books with their child, responses that reported 
an improvement in parent–child relationship were frequent. One respondent noted, “We talk more. 
She is becoming open,” and another described their experience of the books as “give[ing] us time to 
have bonding sessions with our children.” Other quotes included “My relationship with my child has 
improved and [I experience] lots of love and happiness when I see my child busy with those books.” 

Secondly, there were frequent reports of how the parents facilitated and helped their child do 
something that they perceived as meaningful and constructive. One respondent noted, “It was fun . . . 
encouraging the child to read. When I come back from work he reads by himself.” Another mother 
reported, “I . . . see myself as a proud mother who give[s] my son knowledge of the things that matters 
most in life.” Two responses were specifically about overcoming challenges associated with reading, 
in general, or the wordless books, specifically. One parent reported on the reading experience: 
“Although he is difficult, he loves to challenge me with pictures,” while another described how she had 
worked to encourage her son to enjoy reading the books: “It [reading] gave me [a] hard time because 
my son doesn’t want anything [to do] with the books. I worked hard to make him love them.” Quotes 
such as this indicate that parents were able to tailor solutions to engage their children with the books 
despite some initial resistance. Modelling reading behaviour has important implications for reading; 
as Tiemensam (2009) noted: the “beliefs, attitudes, and expectations that parents or other caregivers 
hold regarding reading are likely to have an effect on children’s attitude and motivation to read” (p. 
60). 
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Although feedback was generally positive, it should be considered in the context of the research sites. 
Many parents do not own any books in their own homes. Therefore, the introduction of any books—
wordless or not—may have been considered a positive experience.  

Imagination 

Apart from education, the opportunity for children to use their imagination was emphasised, with one 
respondent noting that she liked that fact that “children can use their imagination without being told 
that they are wrong, because the books have no words.” Another reported: “These ones [wordless 
books] trigger your own imagination, rather than reading something that has been written.” Children’s 
creativity was also pointed out in responses such as “The child was very good and creative too. We 
both give different meanings to the pictures.” In a few instances, suggestions were made that words 
should be added to the books.  

Relatable content  

It was clear from the feedback forms, that the content of the books was something with which the 
wider community could relate. One of the respondents said: “My images are beautiful, they look like 
when my father was farming or just busy with his garden.” Another comment was about How to Brush 
Your Teeth and read: “How to Brush [Your] Teeth has a meaning [for us], especially when it is time to 
brush my teeth and hers” and “How to Brush Your Teeth has made me realise that in my culture they 
[say] young ones need not brush their teeth, but these books encourage the parents to look after their 
children’s teeth.”  

Readers could recognise elements from their own background in the stories, as was evident in quotes 
such as “I think my mother should make a garden. I saw the stove that is similar to the one at home” 
and “Rainy Day reminds me of times when my grandmother taught me how to create my own garden 
and how to plough, plant and care for those plants from when they are still seedlings until we eat the 
produce.” People noted enjoying the stories because they could relate to the people, for example, 
when asked why they enjoyed a specific book, responses included “Because my aunt is a dress maker” 
and “It reminded me of my father, he liked gardening.” The ability for participants to create stories 
that were relevant to their own contexts and lives is significant given that Edwards and Ngwaru (2012) 
noted that children are not necessarily motivated to read for pleasure if reading materials have little 
or no relevance to their everyday life. Le Roux (2017) noted that the book “cannot become a cultural 
good until its contents are relevant and suitable to the culture in which it needs to establish 
importance” (p. 82). 

Although the feedback on illustrations was generally positive, the study did not explore in detail how 
these were interpreted by different readers. Illustrations include signs and symbols that have different 
connotations in different cultures; consequently, the project will need to look at how the illustrations 
are interpreted by different audiences. At this stage of the project’s development, it is expected that 
there would be misunderstandings or misrepresentations of contexts by the illustrators, who work in 
contexts different than those of the participants (authors). Future research needs to consider this and 
seek to gather feedback. 

Distribution and Use 

As mentioned previously, the books were not only circulated to participants and their community but 
also donated to schools, reading organisations, and other nonprofit organisations. Feedback was 
requested on how the books would be used, and is reported on below. 
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One of the project books, Serepana, was used by SmartStart (https://www.smartstart.org.za), a 
nongovernmental organisation specialising in early childhood education, as a make-it-yourself book. 
The book was included as a cut-out in a newsletter that is circulated to roughly 2,500 trained 
practitioners of their programme, which reaches 3- and 4-year-old children who, previously, had no 
access to early learning. The Boys and The Library were converted into pullout books by Nal’ibali 
(https://www.nalibali.org/story-resources/multilingual-supplements), a national reading for 
enjoyment campaign, and printed in a number of South African newspapers for distribution.  

Ten of the e-books were uploaded to the Worldreader (https://www.worldreader.org) mobile 
application, which gives readers access to digital books via e-readers and mobile phones and focuses 
on providing reading material to people in underserved communities. Because interpretation is left to 
the reader, stories created from the wordless picturebooks can be relevant to the perceptions of the 
reader. Such platforms are a valuable way of distributing books to communities, nonprofit 
organisations, and educational settings, and the adaptation of the project’s books for use on this 
platform demonstrates how the results of a community-based research partnership can be extended 
to other, even global, communities. 

Print files of the books were requested by a children’s centre based in rural Lesotho. South African 
Sesotho differs from Lesotho Sesotho, and there are very few children’s books available in the latter 
language. The centre has indicated that it can use the wordless format to encourage children to read 
without needing to translate any material. The books can be integrated into their learning projects or 
modified to suit their learning outcomes.  

The books were also used in the creation of curriculum material for learners at 44 schools for the Deaf 
in South Africa5. The Deaf community of South Africa is ethnically and culturally diverse, and it is not 
easy to find story plots that are appropriate for the wide range of deaf learners. Feedback from 
Frenette Southwood, a researcher at Stellenbosch University involved in managing the project, noted 
that the wordless picturebooks were ideal in this regard; she said, “Not only are the stories 
conceptualised by South Africans, the illustrations are also appropriate for our context—the books are 
home-grown and relevant in every respect” (Personal correspondence, 15 January 2018). The 
illustrations were used as background in a DVD that features a story being told in sign language, and 
printed books are made available after the learners have watched the DVD. 

Limitations and Delimitations of the Study 

The sample size for the study is small, and findings cannot be generalised to the population. Although 
the feedback collected from the community (participants not directly involved in the book creation 
project) was positive, we acknowledge that the concept needs to be evaluated by a larger sample. 
Although participative research tries to foster equitable relationships between all parties involved, we 
acknowledge that the research process does have inherent “unevenness of power and ownership” 
(Burns, 2007, p. 138). For example, concept authors may still have felt that they could not change the 
illustrator (as expert)’s work, despite the project’s efforts to circumvent such instances. Although 
issues of illiteracy play a major role in context of the study, literacy was not the focus of our research 
and we do not attempt to measure or report on changes in literacy.  

 
5 A project devised by the SASL Material Development Unit in the Department of General Linguistics at Stellenbosch 
University. 

https://www.nalibali.org/story-resources/multilingual-supplements
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Conclusion 

Preliminary findings from the data show that there was a positive impact on the individuals involved. 
For example, the experiences described by parents and children engaged in the project led to a more 
positive engagement in, and perception of, book sharing, and positive changes in how parents 
perceived their abilities and their contribution to the lives of others. Given that social change begins 
with changes to individual behaviour, an experience such as this could create an entry point to positive 
book experiences and a love of reading being fostered in participant households.  

The concepts and illustrations were easy to use in other formats. The adaptation of the books by other 
organisations demonstrates that a community-based research partnership can be extended beyond 
the initial scope of a project to facilitate change beyond one or two research sites. Feedback on the 
adaptation and use of the books has been given to the gatekeepers who disseminate the information 
to the concept authors. In this way, participants are able to see how their stories are impacting the 
lives of others.  

There are, however, a number of details that need to be better considered in future projects—such as 
issues of authorship and understanding between illustrators and authors. These issues are being 
addressed and elaborated in a follow-up article that is currently under review. 

Although this was a very small-scale project and the findings cannot be generalised, the feedback and 
use of the books in broader society suggest that a participatory model for creating relevant, local 
content for reading is not only viable but also valuable to communities and other stakeholders.  
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