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Project Activities
The Children’s Media Mentoring Project (CMMP) is an ongoing project in South Africa started in 
�003 by the Media Monitoring Project (MMP), on behalf of Save the Children Sweden (SCS), and in 
partnership with the Institute for the Advancement of Journalism (IAJ). The broad aims of the project 
are to raise awareness on children’s issues and improve reporting on children in the South African 
media. It is a unique project in that, in addition to children’s participation being central, a group of 
journalists, who remain in the newsroom throughout the process, are selected as media mentors with 
the view to help them become ‘child friendly’ journalists. Through a number of training sessions and 
interactions with a group of schoolchildren, they are provided with specialist knowledge, skills and 
experience on children’s issues and children’s participation in the news media. In �006 the CMMP 
selected and worked with a group of nine journalists. In addition, we trained 60 schoolchildren 
from different schools in and around Johannesburg as child monitors, in order to build their critical 
thinking and reading skills and have them contribute to discussions around children’s representation 
and participation in the media.

Journalists
A two-and-a-half day workshop was held with journalists 
at the IAJ premises which provided expert knowledge on 
children, including the applicable law and ethics, and al-
lowed them to develop their interviewing skills by provid-
ing direct interaction with the schoolchildren.

Three half-day refresher workshops were also held 
during the course of the year. In the first refresher workshop, 
knowledge and skills acquired in the first workshop were 
revisited and a special session on reporting on children 

affected by HIV/AIDS was provided. 
The second, in partnership with Agência de Notícas dos 

Direitos da Infância (a Brazilian news agency focused 
on children’s rights: www.andi.org.br), was informational 
but more importantly, gave the schoolchildren the 
opportunity to provide feedback to the mentors on their 
media monitoring. The third workshop with the journalists 
focused specifically on child abuse.

The journalists who participated in these workshops 
commented very positively on their experience of the 
workshops:
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The purpose of this report is primarily to report on the results of the �006 Children 
in the Media Monitoring Project, and specifically on how children would write the 
news, reflected in the newspapers the children produced during a workshop in 2006. 
The report also reflects the results of a children’s monitoring exercise, the impact 
of the CCMP on reporting on children, concluding with some recommendations 
for child-friendly reporting.
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“At first I was adamant that I couldn’t write a 
story without a pic. Then I learnt from the others. 
Now I know I can only use a pic if it benefits the 
child. So glad I spoke to the kids: they had so 
much to tell… They are not voiceless objects!”

“[I] must encourage more positive stories about 
kids. I’ll be more in touch with kids in the future.”

“[I was] inspired by what kids had to say 
especially during the time they gave us feedback 
and when I interviewed them.”

“They want to be [re]presented the way they 
want and be respected. Children know about 
their rights and basic needs. They don’t want us 
just to take photos and write about them.”

Child Monitors
Three one-day workshops were held with schoolchildren 
who were selected from three different schools from three 
different socio-economic contexts and geographic loca-
tions in Gauteng. The schools were Saxonwold Prima-
ry, Wilhelmina Hoskins Primary and Geluksdal Primary 
school. 

The topic of the first workshop was an introduction to 
human and children’s rights. The children also made their 
own newspapers and had a discussion based on them. 
After this workshop the children’s newspapers were 
monitored by the MMP and the monitoring results were 
presented to the children in the second workshop. 

The results of this monitoring exercise are presented 
and discussed in the third section of this report, ‘Results of 
the Children’s Monitoring’. The second workshop covered 
children’s rights again, generating a lot of discussion 
and lively input from the children on the news media’s 
coverage of abuse. 

This workshop prepared them for newsroom visits. In 
the third workshop the children evaluated the project and 
their role in it.

Monitoring
For a period of nine weeks the children from the three 
schools were split into groups and monitored two English 
language print news media: the Sowetan and The Star 
newspapers and two English broadcast media: SABC 
Kids News Room (KNR) and e-tv news. 

In consultation with the children, the MMP redesigned the 
children’s monitoring workbook and refined the monitoring 
methodology to make it user-friendly and accessible for 
the children. To ensure accuracy MMP teams visited the 
schools fortnightly and stayed in regular contact with the 
educators from each school. 

The results from the children’s monitoring are presented 

and discussed in section three of this booklet, ‘Results of 
the children’s monitoring’. 

Newsroom Visits 
The children visited SABC KNR, the Sowetan and The 
Star. These visits were crucial as they gave the children 
the opportunity to meet with staff and give them feedback 
about how they felt about news media coverage of them-
selves. In this way, the lessons from the workshops and 
the children’s monitoring were presented to newsrooms 
as a whole. Thus the CMMP had the opportunity not only 
to impact on the reporting of participating journalists, but 
also the reporting of their colleagues. 

Particularly successful were the meetings at The Star. 
The first was a session over lunch organised by the two 
mentors at The Star, Ms Thobeka Zazi Ndabula and Mr 
Bathini Mbatha, where the key issues they had learned at 
the training workshop were outlined and discussed with 
senior staff members, including the editor, deputy editor 
and chief photographer. 

There was a second meeting, which was attended by 
the editor, senior editorial staff, as well as a number of 
photographers and journalists. In the second meeting, staff 
from The Star engaged with the children over important 
issues such as the portrayal and identification of children 
in the newspaper. 

The children’s presentation to staff and the subsequent 
debate was covered in the next day’s edition of the 
newspaper. In the meetings with The Star, senior editorial 
staff made a commitment to covering children’s issues 
more thouroughly. The result of this meaningful interaction 
between the children and media practitioners is reflected 
in the improved, often quite excellent, coverage of children 
in The Star. 

We use this newspaper as a case study for the analysis 
and discussion of news media coverage of children, 
presented in section four ‘News media’s coverage of 
children’. 

MAD OAT
An online tool that was developed by the MMP in 2005 was 
also included in the 2006 CMMP. The website application, 
Make Abuse Disappear Online Accountability Tool (MAD 
OAT), available on www.getmad.co.za, allows the MMP to 
alert members of the MAD OAT network to a media issue 
about children’s rights that requires a response, that is, 
news items about children to ‘get mad’ or ‘be glad’ about. 

This project aims, through the use of technology and 
a network of child abuse experts, as well as a reference 
group of children, to raise awareness and improve the 
portrayal of child abuse in the South African media. 

MAD OAT was integrated into the children’s monitoring 
so that the views of the children captured in the monitoring 
process, along with an analysis of the stories, were 
uploaded onto the website.

Contents
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How Children Would 
Choose the News

Children provide us with unique insight and a fresh 
look at some of the news-making processes which 
are often assumed, for example, news values and 

the kinds of sources which should be used. 
The schoolchildren displayed a deep respect for news 

media and saw them as a valuable and authoritative 
source of information about the world. 

Unlike adults, children see the news as something they 
can use in order to prevent things happening to them or 
knowing what to do should it happen. In other words, the 
news is of instructional value to them. This is reflected 
in the names they gave their newspapers: News of 
the World, The Know It All Newspaper and Know Your 
World. 

The schoolchildren also demonstrated a fairly 
sophisticated knowledge of news conventions in the way 
they designed their newspapers. They, too, followed the 
hierarchy of news: hard news on the front page, followed 
by ‘soft’ news and entertainment, advertising and sport 
on the back page. However, reflecting their views that 
children are as newsworthy and ‘special’, many of their 

newspapers contained space especially dedicated to 
stories on children.

What follows is a discussion of the results of the 
monitoring of the newspapers the children produced, to 
understand their unique perspective on news, within the 
context of current news-making in South Africa.

It is important to note when reading the results that 
children were given a range (50 in total) of articles that 
allowed them to make up their newspapers in any or all of 
the following combinations:
q Stories that only featured adults;
q Stories that only featured children;
q Positive stories: being those that were clearly about 
good or positive events or issues, e.g. children’s achieve-
ments;
q Negative stories: being those that clearly focused on 
negative or tragic events, e.g. a case of child abuse or 
child murder;
q Stories that only featured boys or men;
q Stories that only featured girls or women; and
q A wide range of news subjects.
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This pie chart, which illustrates the number of stories 
either about adults or children selected by the chil-
dren for their newspapers, shows that the children 

recognise the importance of adults in the news, with the 
majority of stories being about adults. One of the reasons 
for this could be because, normally, adults play the roles 
of caregivers and protectors in the daily lives of children. 
When asked how he/she would change a story, one child 
monitor acknowledged these roles:

“I would ask children how they feel about 
knowing they are a target and ask the parents 
what they are doing to protect their children and 
maybe give advice to them and other parents.”

The child monitors also seem to have a strong sense of 
family, responding to stories about children being hurt or 
killed by empathising with the anguish of the parents:

“It is not nice when people lose their family.”

“… I am privileged to have a safe home/
environment, but they don’t.”

“I think about the boy’s parents and what went 
through their minds when he was gone.”

The most striking feature in the pie chart is the high per-

centage of stories about children. The figure of 38% is 
very similar to the 32% of children which comprise the 
South African population (Statistics South Africa, 2001 
Census). It is also significantly higher than the coverage 
that children receive in the news media. Comparatively, 
in research conducted by the MMP in 2004, “Children’s 
views on the news”, just six percent of news items used 
children as sources (p. 4). 

Therefore, the proportion of adults to children in the 
children’s newspapers is more in line with reality than 
in the actual news media. The schoolchildren ascribe 
an importance to their voices, which they consider to be 
almost as powerful as adults’.

Positive versus negative stories

The overwhelming majority, 69%, of stories in the 
children’s newspapers had a positive angle or are 
clearly positive in their focus. 

We see here that when children make choices about 
news, they are inclined to include more positive than 

negative stories. 
The inclusion of more positive stories sends a message 

about the kinds of stories children want, which is articulated 
in their comments in the section about what they would 
change about the stories they monitored. 

Stories about adults and children
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Positive versus negative stories

The pie charts above show clearly that the children 
are much more inclined to choose positive stories 
about adults and children, signalling their desire for 

positive news, but more importantly, positive news about 
themselves. 

Similar research conducted by the MMP in previous 
CMMP projects, where children’s newspapers were also 
monitored, indicates that this is a common trend. This could 
be in response to the kind of coverage about themselves 
which they see in the news media, which is more often 
than not negative and casts children in negative roles. 

One of the key results of the children’s monitoring is that 
children mostly feature in stories about disaster, accidents 
and war and that they are predominantly cast as victims 
(see the results from the monitoring below). As one child 
monitor remarks:

“I as a child hate hearing bad stuff about us 
and not good stuff…”

They also display a lot of empathy towards ‘victims’ and 
with that, sensitivity to bad news: 

“Because it hurts that people are sleeping 
outside and it affects their health”.

The inclusion of more positive stories sends a message 
about the kinds of stories children want. They want to see 
diversity in the kinds of roles children play, instead of the 
overwhelming role of ‘victim’, which accounts for nearly 
half of all media monitored. 

Yet their desire for positive stories does not indicate a 
denial of the negative aspects of the world they live in. 
The amount of negative stories, 42%, shows that children 
understand their vulnerabilities and when their rights are 

violated, particularly by abuse and sexual violence. 
However, the fairly narrow 16% gap between the two 

figures reveals that they believe that the challenges they 
face need to be reported on, but in a balanced manner. 

This communicates the message that children play a 
number of different, yet equally important, roles in society 
and that all of these should be reported on fully. 

The children are aware that there needs to be 
negative stories, such as stories about child abuse, but 
unlike adults, children see these negative stories as an 
opportunity to gain information on the phenomenon in 
order to empower themselves and their caregivers, who 
they see as protectors. 

They want to use this information to prevent it happening 
to them or knowing what to do should it happen to them. 
Therefore, accurate and sensitive negative stories do have 
a ‘positive’ role to play in that they can provide information 
that can be used by their audience, especially children. 
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In stark contrast to the children’s newspapers, the 
majority of stories in the monitored media were 
negative. Disaster, accidents and war comprised 17% 

of coverage; child abuse and rape 13%; and crime and 
violence 9%. 

Although education is second to disaster, accidents and 
war at just over 14%, it is not clear how many of these 
stories are positive or negative. 

A glance at the child monitors’ booklets reveals that at 
least some of the stories which belong in the ‘education’ 
topic have a negative angle, for example structural 
inefficiencies in the education system or drugs and crime 
at schools. 

It is encouraging that two of the higher figures in the 
graph are about children’s achievements and celebrations, 
at 8% and just over 6% respectively. 

The results also show that children’s rights are very 
low on the news media’s agenda, ranking last on the 

Perhaps unsurprisingly girls are featured in an over-
whelming number in stories about child abuse and 
rape – just fewer than 40% of all girls monitored. 

This speaks to a truth about our socio-economic reality: 
girls are particularly vulnerable to sexual violence and 
abuse. To a certain extent it is the responsibility of the 
media to report on child abuse and sexual violence in 
order to create awareness about it. 

Yet, if we are to tell these stories, then we need to 
ensure that we take care not to lock women and girls into 
an inescapable trap of vulnerability or as stereotypical, 
passive victims. If it is necessary to portray abuse and rape, 
then it is important to show its survivors as fully human, 
who are due their dignity and respect from journalists. 
Survivors of rape and child abuse are remarkably strong 
and resilient and do not always want to be portrayed as 
‘victims’. 

Stories should be told about girls’ strength and 
resilience and they should be portrayed as well-rounded 
characters who are children first. An outstanding 
example of how this can be achieved without 
compromising journalistic values is a photograph taken 
by Thobeka Zazi Ndabula, a photojournalist at The Star.  
This is discussed in more detail in section four.

?

Results of Children’s Monitoring
graph with, 2% of the total stories. Whether this in itself is 
problematic is debatable. 

What is of particular concern, however, is that the child 
monitors reported that, in their view, 118 stories out of a 
total of 144 stories violated children’s rights, especially in 
regards to protection and privacy. 

What are the stories with 
children about?

Where do we see boys and girls??

T his discussion centres on the nine-week monitoring 
exercise that the children undertook of the follow-
ing media:

q News items in The Star and Sowetan newspapers 
q 16h00 news on SABC2 KNR 
q 19h00 news on e-tv 

It looks at:

q What the stories with children are about (topics); 
q Where we see boys and girls; 
q Who speaks in these stories; 
q Roles children play in the stories; 
q Roles which are common across the topics; 
q How the stories make the child monitors feel; and 
q What the children would change about the stories.
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The need for positive stories about girls is echoed in a 
statement about a story about school girls who retraced 
the 1956 women’s march to the Union Buildings: 

“It inspires the rest of us to believe that not 
only men are strong and confident.”

Boys feature significantly higher than girls in stories about 
children as heroes and children’s achievements. Along 
with the high number of girls who are portrayed as victims, 
this can reinforce the view of girls as passive victims.

Who speaks?

The high percentage of girl sources, 65%, is quite an unexpected 
result. Usually it is assumed that boys get to speak more. It is 
certainly desirable to have a strong sense of girls’ voices when 

reporting on children. 
But we have to ask questions about what roles each gender assumes 

when they speak. If girls speak predominantly as victims and boys as 
achievers and heroes, then this result is not as encouraging as it seems 
at first glance. This is something for journalists to take into account 
when identifying and interviewing sources.

What roles are children given in the stories?

 
Almost half of the news items monitored show that children are portrayed as victims. The conclusions which can be 
drawn from this result are fairly self-evident and confirm the other results in the monitoring. 

?

?
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Only 29% of the stories evoked a positive re-
sponse from the children. This is in reaction to 
inspirational stories or those that depict children 

as “strong” or heroes or celebrate their achievements. 

When asked why they felt ‘glad/excited’ some of the 
child monitors said the following: 

“[The story] makes me feel [glad] as it 
motivates us children to do good in life.”

“It makes me happy because it shows that  
[the] young can also achieve great things in life 
and they are also strong.”

“Because [the story] was not negative but 
positive and it is also representing us in a 
positive way. It also tells that anyone can 
become champions”

“It’s very nice to celebrate children like this.”

“He never gives up and he’s strong and 
powerful.”

Just over half of the roles across all the topics pre-
sented children as victims, predictably in stories 
about child abuse/rape and disasters, accidents and 

war. 
In the case of child abuse/rape 30% of children are the 

accused or criminal, which shows a disturbing trend of 
child-on-child violence but also a tendency to reporting 

these stories in a sensational manner. 
In 42% of education stories children predictably take the 

role of learner/pupil. But children also take on this role in 
stories about disasters/accidents/war, which shows that 
a number of stories about schools and education are 
negative or even disastrous. Only three of the 33 stories 
feature children’s achievements or children as heroes.

Which roles are common across the topics??

How do the stories make the 
children feel?

Feel Description %

1 Glad/Excited 29

2 Sad/Scared 52

3 Mad/Angry 19

Total 100
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In some instances the emotions of ‘sad/scared’ and 
‘mad/angry’ were simultaneuosly  expressed in re-
sponse to a story. Feelings of being scared or sad 
were often evoked when the children felt threatened 
by crime or violence, in an ‘it might happen to me’ 
anxiety:

 
“Because we don’t know who might be the 

next victim.”

“[Sad] because it could happen to anybody, 
and mad because of what happened.”

“It might happen to us.”

“Because we don’t know when it will happen 
to me.”

In a fairly sophisticated way the children often ex-
pressed their anger at having their rights violated or 
being forced to experience violence and abuse. 

“As children is not good to be hitend [sic] 
everyday by teachers it is not fear [sic] for 
children.”

“Because it’s affecting our community 
and our children’s future if they don’t even 
have the right to educational facilities.”

“As a child I do not like what is happening 
to us children. She was only four years old. 
She did not deserve it.”

They also display a remarkable knowledge of gen-
der issues: 

“Because us women are always treated 
this way.”

“Because I don’t understand how your 
own parent can abuse you like this and the 
child very young to be abused this much. 
I mean she is only five years old – this is 
wrong.”

“He raped a child (10-year-old) and that 
makes the girls insecure.”

These comments show that children are not the si-
lent, passive victims that we often encounter in me-
dia reports. 

They are capable of enormous insight into what is 
in their best interests and often hold starkly honest 
and fairly complex views on the world around them.
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?
The main areas that children said they would change 

related to headlines, identification (naming) in text 
and images and children as sources. 

Unfortunately, a child-friendly journalist can write a 
good story but it can be undermined by an inappropriate 
headline or photograph. On the whole headlines were 
disliked because they were inaccurate, misleading or 
sensationalist: 

“[We don’t like it] because [the journalists] 
don’t have to express it in a bad way[:] ‘sex 
scandal’.”

“I would change the headline and the big 
pictures, I would put in a smaller picture and a 
sensible headline.”

“We would change the headline. We would 
put in a better headline. I would leave out their 
ages.”

Only 40% of the children liked the images that were used 
for the stories. The majority of children expressed dislike 
because they felt the photographs violated a child’s right 
to privacy. They also reacted negatively to images that 
depicted suffering too graphically: 

“I wouldn’t show the baby’s name and face.”

“I would change the pictures, I would put in 
the mother’s opinion, and the pictures of the 
children who committed this crime. I would 
leave out the victim’s picture.”

One group said they liked a picture:

“Because the victim wasn’t exposed.”

The children also indicated the importance of using chil-
dren as sources, asserting an attitude that children’s voic-
es and opinions are worthwhile and indeed necessary in 
stories about children: 

“I would interview more children.”

“Include more children’s voices.”

“I would include more of the children’s 
opinions.”

“I would put in more of the children and what 
they think.”

These results can be used to guide journalists who wish 
to become more child friendly, as they come from those 
directly involved in and affected by news media coverage 
of children.

Would children change anything in the stories?
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News Media Coverage of 
Children: A Case Study
As mentioned in the introduction, three media institu-

tions participated in newsroom visits, SABC KNR, 
The Star and the Sowetan. 

Both the SABC KNR and The Star engaged meaningfully 
with the children, setting aside dedicated time and space 
for the children to present their feedback on coverage and 
ensuring that senior editorial staff, as well as a number of 
journalists, attended the meeting. 

In this section, news items published by two of these 
institutions are analysed and discussed to reveal whether 
the CMMP has an impact on the quality of their coverage 
of children. Because of the difficulty of conducting a 
retrospective analysis on broadcast media, the Sowetan 
and The Star have been selected. 

Hard copies of The Star and the Sowetan from the 
months of March 2006 and September 2006 were scanned 
for local news items about children. These included hard 
news, features and editorials. Letters and news items 
from press agencies were excluded. In addition to articles 
by the child-friendly journalists who participated in the 
CMMP, all other items on children were included in the 
sample. 

From an initial analysis of the Sowetan it is clear that 
there is no significant shift in coverage between the 
months of March and September. Most of the articles are 
on crime, in particular the Makgabo Matlala case. Matlala 
was a four-year-old who was found murdered and hidden 
under her bed at home. Interestingly, when this story first 
breaks, and Matlala is only suspected of being kidnapped, 
the story takes up two columns at the bottom of page 8 in 
the Sowetan. 

In The Star it takes up five columns which span the full 
length of the front page. Generally the 
stories on Matlala and other crimes 
in the Sowetan are formulaic and 
unremarkable. It appears that the 
CMMP has not had the kind of impact 
on coverage that would be expected. 
There could be a number of reasons 
for this. 

The fact that the Sowetan journalist 
who participated in the course only 
wrote one story on children during the 
month of September (and incidentally, 
one the following month as well) indi-
cates that she was not given time or 
space to write these kinds of stories. 

Ironically, during March, while she 

was clearly the sole Sowetan reporter covering the Jacob 
Zuma rape trial, she wrote four stories on children. One of 
these, a column on single parenthood, shows that she is 
passionate about children’s issues.

In addition, the nature of organisational and editorial 
commitment was very different to that which emerged from 
the newsroom visits at the other media organisations. It 
appears, then, that editorial engagement and commitment 
is an essential ingredient for the CMMP to have a significant 
impact on the quality of coverage at the institutions with 

which it engages. This becomes all the 
more clearer from a look at the shifts 
in coverage that took place in The Star 
between these two months. 

Between March and September 
2006, there was still a significant 
emphasis on stories about crime and 
violence: they comprise 41% of stories  
in March and 31% in September. This         
trend is in line with other research 
conducted by the MMP in 2004, where 
crime, violence and abuse accounted 
for 39% of all stories on children. 

Again, these high figures could be 
due to the murder of Matlala, which 
occurred in early March and the 

Editorial engagement 
and commitment is an 

essential ingredient 
for the CMMP to 
have a significant 

impact on the quality 
of coverage at the 

institutions with which 
it engages.
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court case, concluding with the assailants’ conviction in 
September. Nevertheless, just less than half of the total 
articles about crime/violence do not focus on this case, 
which reveals the news media’s general preoccupation 
with crime.

There is an even spread of stories 
across other topics. The only other 
significant result is that reporting on 
disasters, accidents or war is fairly 
high in September at 17%. But more 
importantly, a detailed analysis of a 
smaller sample of articles from these 
two periods reveals that there has 
been a significant shift in coverage 
in topics where ethics are absolutely 
critical, such as child abuse and 
rape.

Generally, there seems to have been an organisational 
culture of ethical reporting on children before the CMMP. 
Even articles on rape in March reveal that naming and 
identification of vulnerable children is avoided. Some 
journalists believe that changing or omitting names in 
stories undermines the authenticity of the piece, but this 
is a myth. In most instances it actually indicates that the 
journalist is aware of and practices ethical journalism. 

In an article “Girl in agony five years after brutal rape” (31 
March 2006), the 14-year-old rape survivor is not named 
or identified in any way. The physical and psychological 
trauma that she has experienced since is described, in 
places in too much detail. It is not entirely clear how the 
information that she suffered from third degree vaginal 
and anal tearing and bled from her ears because she was 
choked so hard add value to the story. 

These details hint at sensationalism. The article also 
reports the verbal abuse and threats of physical harm 
from schoolmates and community members because she 

is seen as a ‘whore’. But the article does little to examine 
the social context of stigma and rejection that ironically 
surrounds survivors of sexual violence rather than its 
perpetrators. It leaves the question of why survivors are 
further victimised by communities and state institutions 

unanswered. Factually the article 
is inconsistent, stating in one place 
that the rape occurred ‘four years 
ago’ and in another ‘five years ago’. 
Although this is a small error, it 
does undermine the reporting as a 
whole.

The most problematic aspect 
of the article, though, is the fact 
that although the girl’s privacy is 
protected, she is effectively silenced. 
She is a ghost that haunts the text, 

rather than a real, living person. It seems as if she is a 
cardboard cut-out of the stereotypical victimised child: ‘no 
longer a “friendly and cheerful” child but someone “who 
cries all the time and doesn’t enjoy things anymore”’, says 
the expert psychologist at the sentencing of her rapist. In 
fact, the only two sources in the article are both medical 
experts. Of course, rape is traumatic and its impact on 
survivors should not be denied or obscured in reporting. 

However, it is problematic when journalists mobilise 
truths such as these without also giving us a sense that 
although girls may be victims they are three-dimensional, 
living, breathing, talking children first. We do not get 
to hear what this teenager thinks of being physically, 
verbally and emotionally abused by people she ‘trusted’. 
Perhaps she is truly broken. Perhaps she is determined to 
overcome her ordeal. Perhaps she does not want to talk 
to journalists. All the reader can do is speculate because 
the most important person in the story is effectively written 
out of it. 

Thus, although this journalist is mindful of the more 
obvious ethics involved in reporting on children, he/she 
misses out on the subtleties of reporting on children, such 
as ensuring children’s participation in issues that affect 
them.

It should be noted that we are not suggesting that 
journalists should directly interview children who have 
been abused. Interviews with abused children can and 
have been successfully conducted but the circumstances 
and environment need to be very carefully considered as 
the impact of reliving or retelling the stories to journalists 
can be particularly traumatic and harmful to the children. 
There are a range of guidelines and issues to consider 
when undertaking such an interview and the MMP is happy 
to outline and discuss these. Please contact williamb@
mediamonitoring.org.za for more information on this. 

Nonetheless children’s views can be incorporated though 
speaking to other children to hear their views on abuse. 
Alternatively stories or character traits or other information 
about the child concerned can be included to add depth 
and additional dimensions to the child concerned. This 

Some journalists 
believe that changing 
or omitting names in 

stories undermines the 
authenticity of the piece, 

but this is a myth.
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requires a leap from an article about a child to a child-
centred story that defines truly child-friendly coverage. 
This is a leap that the following example achieves.

“Cops’ rape bungles” (18 September 2006) is about 
a series of police investigations into rape that violated 
children’s rights in a number of ways. The report covers 
three cases. Firstly, a four-year old girl is physically 
examined by police at the scene of the crime in front 
of her 8-year-old assailant’s mother. Secondly, police 
actively discourage a 22-year-old woman from reporting 
her gang rape because it would be difficult for police to 
find her rapists. Thirdly, a policewoman implies that a 15-
year-old girl is to blame for her rape because she was 
drunk at the time. 

The language of the text is non-judgemental and neutral, 
leaving the reader to make up his/her mind about the 
situation. The headline is slightly sensational, using the 
well-worn cliché of state ‘bungles’ but this is directed at the 
police, not the children. The article covers both a rural and 
urban area, Dzanani, Limpopo and Johannesburg, which 
is also highly unusual and shows an enormous amount of 
investigation and effort on the part of the journalists.

What is remarkable about the article is that it is 
thoroughly child-centred. It reports these violations from 
the perspective of the children by quoting them extensively. 
They get to tell the story in their words so that the reader 
is able to get a real sense of their voice. They express 
their opinions, thoughts and feelings about being raped 
and then mistreated by police, which brings them to life 
in the text. 

Two adult ‘experts’ are also quoted, but they are used to 
bring a wider socio-economic, institutional and even global 
context to bear on the stories of the children. Thus the 
adults are quoted in order to add weight to the children’s 

stories and therefore imbue the children with primary 
authority and legitimacy. This kind of participation of 
children in their stories is unusual in coverage of children 
but crucial to a child-centred approach. 

The accompanying photograph (reprinted above) also 
portrays all the characteristics of the written text, but 
visually, and the two speak to one another. It is a truly 
excellent example of how a photograph can be creative, 
powerful, aesthetically pleasing and ethical at the same 
time. It shows the back of a child from her shoulders 
down, caught in mid-air. 

She is jumping on a skipping rope, her arms frozen in 
the motion of moving her body over the rope. Her small, 
chubby hands portray her vulnerability: she still bears 

Picture: Thobeka Zazi Ndabula: The Star
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evidence of baby fat. She wears a t-shirt that displays the 
legend ‘child abuse is everybody’s business’ but only the 
‘everybody’s business’ is visible in the photograph. One 
finds out from the lead what the full sentence is. Thus, it is 
not immediately obvious from a glance at the photograph 
that she is a rape survivor. 

Although she is cut off from the shoulders, which 
protects her identity, the shadow of her body in motion is 
reflected in the dust of her playground, which is imprinted 
with countless footprints. 

Thus, she is neither disembodied nor revealed to the 
reader. The footprints around her and the crowd of children 
gathered at the foot of the skipping rope show that she is 
surrounded by a community of people and other children. 
She is not the ‘once happy child who cries all the time’ of 
the previously discussed rape story, but a whole, ‘normal’ 
child who has been the victim of sexual violence but is 
also more than that. 

Although she is a ‘victim’ she is still a child who can 
participate in life, through play and 
community. The photograph captures 
her vulnerability beautifully but does not 
overplay it. Through the t-shirt it also 
makes a firm statement against child 
abuse and rape and includes the four-
year-old child in making this statement, 
conferring her with power and voice. 

It is also clear that the journalist 
and photographer worked together 
as a team on this story and made 

choices accordingly. This kind of work shows the power 
of this arrangement and should be encouraged. The 
photographer participated in the CMMP, but the reporter 
did not. Yet the text and the image possess the same high 
quality in terms of accuracy, sensitivity and ethics. 

Another example of an excellent image is one which 
accompanies the story ‘The Star helps raped mute girl to 
start a new life’ (1 September 2006). The story follows a 
mute, mentally challenged girl who was raped and needed 
to be placed in care. At the time of reporting she had just 
been admitted into a home for the ‘mentally disabled’ and 
the reporters are there to witness her first day. 

The photograph is a head and shoulder close-up but 
protects her identity by only being shot from the nose 
down. She is smiling widely and has the hand of a new 
friend on her chest, which adds warmth to the picture. 
She is eating a roll and grasping a napkin. The smile 
is innocent and shy, showing that she is vulnerable but 
also counters the sad, unhappy victim stereotype of rape 

survivors with a moment of happiness 
and warmth. Again, the photographer 
did not participate in the CMMP but 
has benefited from the sensitiveness 
regarding reporting on children that the 
newsroom visits stressed.

In addition to the above analysis of 
The Star and Sowetan during 2006, 
articles from recent coverage in The 
Star were monitored in order to see if 
an organisational commitment to child-

Although she is a 
‘victim’ she is still 
a child who can 

participate in life, 
through play and 

community.
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friendly coverage remains and how it compares to current 
reports on children from other newspapers. 

On 13 March 2007 an exemplary piece on children was 
published: ‘Brothers’ long walk to freedom’. It follows the 
day in the life of two teenage boys who are not deterred 
from attending school despite a 24km walk to get there and 
back because there is not enough money for transport. 
The headline is clever and plays on the discourse of 
struggle and liberation invoked by Nelson Mandela’s 
autobiography Long Walk to Freedom. The story takes 
up a whole page in the body of the newspaper and the 
photographs are highly aesthetic. 

The main photograph depicts the two boys walking along 
a road that runs through a stark and lonely landscape. But 
the photograph is full of action. The tall grass behind them 
adds motion and depth to the image. The boys are not 
simply walking: the older is striding, legs wide apart and 
arms outstretched. They are caught in a 
moment of conversation, banter. Both of 
their shadows stretch far behind them in 
the early morning sun. 

The article is a good example of 
narrative journalism done well. The 
journalist uses a ‘show not tell’ technique, 
which leaves it up to the audience to draw 
its own conclusions about the situation. 
Clearly the boys experience hardship 
and suffering, yet this is not rendered 
overtly. It is only hinted at: the younger 
boy failed Grade 8 and is struggling in 
school and has ‘thin arms’. But they are 
anything but players in a grand tragedy 

or powerless victims. They are full of pride (shiny school 
shoes, ironed school shirts), determination (‘I will walk 
until the soles of my shoes are worn out, but I won’t stop 
going to school’) and ambition (‘I want to be someone one 
day, someone else’s boss’).

The article gives a political context to their story: they 
are supposed to benefit from a promise of free transport 
by the Gauteng premier in 2005, but which has not been 
delivered. Not only is this context provided for the reader, 
but the boys are asked what they think about this. 

Clearly, by newsroom standards, an enormous amount 
of resources have been invested in this article: a journalist 
and a photographer were released to spend a whole day 
on a story which could be considered unimportant by 
others. This shows editorial commitment. 

The fact that the journalist walked at least the 12km to 
school with the boys also shows an unusual commitment on 

the journalist’s part, too. This investment 
and commitment spills over into the 
story, which is not only child friendly, 
but an excellent piece of journalism. 
When one looks at articles from the Daily 
Sun the difference is stark. There is a 
fundamental awareness and practice of 
ethics which is missing from its coverage 
of vulnerable children. It could be argued 
that the newspaper is a tabloid and part 
of its formula is sensationalism. However, 
this should not be an excuse for ignoring 
basic journalistic ethics. A front page 
story on 7 March 2007 tells of a seven-
year-old girl who was hit by her teacher 

How is being 
exposed for being 

abused on the 
front page of the 
country’s biggest-
selling newspaper 

in the best interests 
of the child?

 Picture: Alon Skuy, The Star
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with a hosepipe. 
The photograph on the front page identifies and names 

her. In the image the child stands next to her mother: 
wide-eyed, passive, mute and clearly uncomfortable. 
She avoids the gaze of the camera. 

The caption describes her as ‘terrified’, implying her 
teacher has caused her ‘terror’. However, it is likely that 
being subjected to this experience is a contributing factor. 
Her mother is the actor in the photograph: she is talking, 
telling the story and engaging with the journalist. 

The question arises as to how being thoroughly 
exposed for being abused by a teacher on the front page 
of the biggest selling newspaper in the country is in the 
best interests of the child. What are the consequences 
of her identification if she has to return to school? 

The story outlines a case of physical abuse and as 
such it is against the law, (Section 154(3) of the Criminal 
Procedure Act), to name and or identify the child and/or 
her mother. Neither the child nor the mother may give 
permission to be named or identified, that is a decision 
that can be made only by a court. 

What is even more problematic, though, is an 
accompanying photograph on page two which shows 
the bruises from the beating on the girl’s thigh. She 
has lifted her skirt for the camera. Not only is her thigh 
clearly visible but the photograph also reveals the top of 
her underwear. This photograph is a clear violation of 
the child’s rights to privacy and its sexualised nature is 
highly problematic. 

Had the Daily Sun opted to use only this image and 
protected her and her mother’s name and identity, 
and had the image not been sexualised, the issue of 
consent is still critical. It is not clear whether the child’s 
informed consent was gained to take and publish these 
photographs or whether she (or her mother) understood 
what it would mean to have this kind of photograph 
taken and published. 

The issue of identifying vulnerable children in the 
Daily Sun’s coverage appears to be inconsistent and 
arbitrary. In a photograph on page three, opposite the 
girl’s story, a child’s identity is protected by having his 
back turned to the camera. In this story, about a case 
of child neglect, neither the child nor the father are 

named or identified, demonstrating basic adherence to 
journalism ethics. 

Yet, in an article on 8 March 2007, a boy involved in a 
fight with his teacher is named, as well as his village and 
school. Again, it is not clear whether his identification 
is in his best interests. Have the consequences of his 
identification – which could stretch from teasing to more 
serious ones such as rejection and further abuse – been 
thought through by these journalists?

Thus, we can see that this kind of coverage, and the 
differences in it to that of The Star, makes its own case 
for a commitment from all staff in newsrooms to child-
friendly journalism, which has been foregrounded by 
participation in a project like the CMMP. 

Pictures: Sipho Mchunu, Daily Sun
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Conclusion and 
Recommendations
The results presented and discussed here demonstrate that it is not only important, but also very 
beneficial to reporting, if children’s participation in the decision-making process around news making 
is taken into account. The analysis clearly reveals that coverage improves after participation in a project 
like the CMMP. It has been shown that children’s voices are valuable and have the potential to enhance 
reporting enormously. Of course, a project like CMMP facilitates a sometimes difficult relationship 
between children and journalists. However, one can achieve a similar level of interaction in one’s 
everyday working life. It can be as simple as taking a few extra minutes to ask child sources what they 
think of the news making process, how they would like to be portrayed and building trust by treating 
them with respect and dignity. When this happens it reflects in the reporting and makes more interesting 
and engaging reading or viewing with which audiences are able to identify.

q Stories about children are considerably weaker 
when they do not include the voices of children. Include 
voices and opinions of children to make stories stronger, 
believable and authentic;

q Names should always be changed and identities not 
revealed to protect vulnerable children;

q Sometimes it is clear to audiences that children have 
not been asked permission for their photographs to be 
taken or published. Children should always be consulted 
about if, and how, they would like to be portrayed;

q Gender sensitivity needs to be incorporated into 
reporting on children. The ‘girls as victims’ / ‘boys as 
heroes’ stereotype should be avoided;

q Just because children are often vulnerable this 
does not mean that they are always helpless victims. 
They are also strong and resilient. A balance needs to 
be struck between reporting their vulnerability and not 
stereotyping them in the ‘victim’ role;

q Photographs that are aesthetic and ethical can be 
shot – the one does not preclude the other. In fact, it 
seems that the challenge to take images sensitively 
enhances the creativity of the shot;

q Generic photographs from the archive should be 
avoided. They raise ethical issues around informed 
consent for the particular story they accompany;

Some clear recommendations emerge from the results of the CMMP

q A good and ethical story or photograph should 
always be child-centred and in the best interests of the 
child;

q In order to develop a child-friendly approach 
journalists could familiarise themselves with the law, 
ethics and rights around reporting on children. The MMP 
has several resources that can assist in this regard.  
Go to www.mediamonitoring.org.za for 
more details;
q Journalists can benefit greatly from interacting with 
children in contexts like the CMMP;

q Sometimes headlines, captions and generic 
photographs compromise the integrity of a good story. 
Sub-editors should be engaged on the issue of reporting 
on children to ensure this is addressed; and
 
q Editors can and should be drawn into the process. 
With editorial commitment, coverage of children 
improves significantly. 
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The Children’s Media Mentoring Project is being run again this year. For more  
information please contact the Media Monitoring Project at:

Physical Address
Suite no.2, 22 Art Centre

6th Street
Parkhurst (Johannesburg)

South Africa

Postal Address
PO Box 1560

Parklands 2121
South Africa 

Tel: +27 (0) 11 788 1278 
Fax: +27 (0) 11 788 1289

Email: mmpinfo@mediamonitoring.org.za 
Web: www.mediamonitoring.org.za 

Additional Resources
Make Abuse Disappear Online Accountability Tool: www.getmad.co.za 

Children’s Views of the News: http://www.mediamonitoring.org.za/ecm_2005/pdf/
empowerchildren.pdf 

All Sides of the Story. Reporting on Children: A Journalist’s Handbook:  
http://www.mediamonitoring.org.za/ecm_2005/pdf/journos_handbook.pdf 

CMMP Resource Kit for Journalists

The author of this booklet is: Natalie Ridgard
Edited by: Sandra Roberts and William Bird

Contact Us

The children pictured in this booklet are the child monitors from Whilhelmina Hoskins, Saxonworld and Geluksdal Primary 
Schools and all gave informed consent for their pictures to be taken at the workshop.
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