
Part of the Zero Dropout campaign working towards
halving the rate of school dropout by 2030.

Welcome to the Reading for 
Meaning programme.

We hope that you will have fun 
reading stories and doing activities 

with learners. 

Remember, nurturing and 
supporting a child is important 

for their physical, emotional and 
academic development. 



STORY
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Climbing
     high



The story

Pens or pencils

Paper

each reader needs...



Sibusiso Vilani is an extraordinary person. He 
has summited the highest mountain in Africa 
and in the world. This has not been an easy 
journey for Sibusiso. One day something tragic 
happened on their way to summit Mount 
Everest. 

INTRODUCE the story

Read the story aloud, with expression. Change 
your voice when different characters speak.

Pause briefly for commas, full stops etc. and 
between paragraphs.

READ the story...
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Climbing high 
Sibusiso Vilane, the first 
black African to summit 
Mount Everest

2.

PART 1: INTRODUCTION

Not long ago, there was a little boy called 
Sibusiso Vilane. Like many South Africans, his 
family did not have much money. In fact, they 
did not have enough to send him to school 
until he was ten years old. But that little boy 
grew up to be famous. He achieved things that 
made him a hero, so that even the President of 
the country congratulated him.

How did Sibu achieve this? Let us read about 
what Sibu did to become a South African hero 
and a leader of others.
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PART 2: SIBU’S CHILDHOOD

Sibusiso Vilane was born to a family with mixed 
heritage. His father is South African and his 
mother is Swazi. He was born in Mpumalanga, 
South Africa. Then, when Sibusiso was three 
years old, the family moved to Swaziland.

Sibu tells his story: “I grew up under my mother’s 
care and then she left us with Grandma and 
went to look for a job. 

“We had nothing to eat at times, we had no 
clothes. I walked barefoot until I wore my 
school shoes when I was ten years old.

“I was a herd boy between the age six until 
nine years old because then I wasn’t at school. 
My mother could not afford to put us in school, 
until my step dad did when I was ten years old.

“Herding goats was never easy for me. The 
challenge was being alone in the wilderness 
and having to count goats yet having not been 
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at school. I never went to preschool. It was 
really hard.”

At last, when he was ten, Sibu went to school.

PART 3: SIBU BECOMES A MOUNTAIN 
CLIMBER 

At the age of 23 Sibusiso was working as a 
game ranger. His experience of herding goats 
in the mountains helped him in this job.

Then when he was 26 Sibusiso’s life changed. 
He met someone who introduced him to 
mountain climbing. In this sport, people face 
the challenge of climbing to the top of a 
mountain (the ‘summit’ of the mountain). 

Sibu first went climbing in the Drakensberg 
mountains, in Kwa Zulu-Natal. Then he went to 
Kenya to climb the highest mountain in Africa, 
Mount Kilimanjaro. It is nearly 6 kilometers 
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high. Why is mountain climbing a challenge? 
Because it is exciting, difficult - and dangerous!

PART 4: THE DANGERS OF MOUNTAIN 
CLIMBING

What makes mountain climbing so dangerous? 
Mountains have steep cliffs so climbers use 
ropes, but they can still fall. High mountains are 
very, very cold, covered with snow and ice all 
year round. The snow, rocks and ice may come 
crashing down the mountain (this is called an 
avalanche) and this can bury the climbers.

Amazingly, another huge challenge is simply 
breathing. As they climb up, up, up a high 
mountain, the climbers struggle and gasp for 
breath. This is because there is not enough 
air. That makes it very hard to keep moving. 
Some climbers get a sickness called altitude 
sickness. They can even die. So most climbers 
carry oxygen in a gas tank.
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So with steep cliffs, freezing cold, avalanches 
and altitude sickness, a climber has to be 
skilled – and brave. 

PART 5: SIBU MEETS A CHALLENGE 

At last, Sibu faced his biggest challenge: 
climbing the highest mountain on earth. This 
is the very famous Mount Everest, in the 
Himalaya mountain range. Everest reaches 
nearly 9 kilometers into the sky. Climbers come 
from all over the world to climb this difficult 
and dangerous mountain.

PART 6: SIBU MAKES HISTORY

There, on 26 May 2003, Sibusiso made history. 
He became the first black African to summit 
Mount Everest, the highest place in the world. 
On the summit, Sibu planted the South African 
flag.
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ABOVE: High in the mountains known as “the roof of the world”, 

Sibusiso proudly holds up the South African flag

(Pic: entertainment-online.co.za)

Sibu admits it was not an easy thing to do. 
“Breathing on the mountain is very, very hard,” 
he says, “and you have to stop and gasp for 
breath. Every kilogram on the mountain weighs 
a lot! But I carried the flag, and as I speak it is 
flapping up there with the prayer flags of the 
Nepalese people.”.



Based on N. Mabuse and D. MacCarthy ‘Sibusiso Vilane’ (African Voices) 

with additional input from Sibusiso Vilane 
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On that day, the South African President, 
Thabo Mbeki, congratulated him. He said 
“Sibusiso, you have done us proud!”

Many people think Sibusiso Vilane is an 
inspiration for young South Africans. He is a 
short man with huge strength and courage.

He says: “I may not be that big but I’m a giant 
at heart. I think that is the most important 
thing. If your mind is really that big, if it is an 
Everest size, then you can be able to reach the 
top.”



Ask the Readers to choose words that they find 
difficult and write them on a sheet of paper. 

Ask them to use a dictionary or ask someone 
else at home what those words mean in their 
home language. Help them out if neccessary.

Once you’ve worked out the meaning of the 
words, read the story again out loud.

word focus

SECOND READING...



Ask the Readers to imagine that they 
were going to interview Sibusiso.

Ask them to write down questions for 
the interview. 

They must then read/tell the story to 
someone at home.

1

2

3

interview questions



Ask the Reader to role play an interview 
by asking the person who will be 
Sibusiso the questions that they have 

come up with. 

They can record the role play and share 
with you. 

role play

1

2



Praise the Readers for their participation.

Ask if they enjoyed the story, and what they 
liked best. Tell them you enjoyed it too.

Say goodbye, and say how much you look 
forward to seeing them next time.



Part of the Zero Dropout campaign working towards
halving the rate of school dropout by 2030.


