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ABSTRACT

In Africa a substantial part of the population Iack
proficient reading and writing skills. This cleatas an
impact on the potential for Information and Comnaation
Technology (ICT) around this continent. This paper
discusses some findings about the interactionwefliterate
youth (the users of the future) with ICT, basedieldwork

in Ethiopia and Malawi.
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1. INTRODUCTION

We are currently in the midst of the United Nations
Literacy Decade (2003-2012) that was proclaimedHsy
United Nations General Assembly in 2002, in whible t

to the people instead and develop technologiesciratbe
used by people without literacy skills.

As far back as 1953 Lewis already suggested tfidte
existence of means of communication creates a derfioan
them. The instruments of literacy create a demasd f
literacy” [3, p.125]. In other words ICTs that are designed
in such a way that they require literacy skillomer to be
used are actually creating a demand for literaSimilarly
the existence of ICTs creates a demand for themwedsn
developed as in developing countries.

Already in 1966 Rogers & Herzog observed thattle is
known presently about methods of circumventing the
barriers of illiteracy by means of radio, moviesr o
television or through the use of such oral commaton
systems as animation or through pictorial, non-atrb
printed media”[4, p. 203]. During the forty years that have
meanwhile passed, compared to the considerabletiatie
and investments towards the eradication of illigravery
little has actually been done to investigate ways o

commitment was made to achieve a 50% improvement incircumventing the barriers of illiteracy for exampby

adult literacy by 2005, given that there are 860ioni
illiterates in the world [5].

Yet, what does it actually mean to be literate ir o

contemporary world that is fundamentally changed by circumvent

technology? Previously literacy was primarily detmed
by someone’s ability to read and write.
emergence of new
technologies (ICTs) however, it has started toudel a
much broader range of competencies needed to aandss
manage information, analyze and interpret it, aaity
evaluate its relevance and credibility and finalse it to
solve everyday problem [6].

Not only do new ICTs influence the concept of htey, at
the same time the lack of reading and writing skélso
influences the ability to use ICT. Many techno&syi
require users to have certain literacy skills sashreading
and writing. A lot of people in developing couesj
particularly in Africa, often lack these skills anare

information and communication contribution to their lives.

means of ICT.

In order to fit technology to a specific user graych as
low-literate (no proficient in reading and writingyers and
their lack of literacy skills, a clear
understanding of the abilities and needs of thugris

Since the required, to be able to eventually make a positive

This paper will shagefew
findings of fieldwork that | undertook in Ethiopiand
Malawi focusing on low-literate youth and theirérdction
with ICT.

2. EXPERIENCESFROM THE FIELD

Because Africa has the highest number of peoplkirigc
literacy skills worldwide, | chose this continentundertake
my fieldwork. | have undertaken two three month
fieldwork periods in Ethiopia and Malawi. In both
countries | have interacted with youth in urban asdvell
as in rural areas by means of interviews, groupusisions

therefore not able to fully take advantage of these and letting some of them interact with a digitainesa. All

technologies. The lack of literacy skills is udyal
considered to be the underlying reason for thiblero and
therefore the eradication of illiteracy the curdjet means
to make people fit the requirements of the techyylo
However, a better approach would be to fit the teétgy

the interaction was focused on their current kndgéeand
perceptions about ICT, the role of reading andimgitin
their lives and their community, and finally thdirture
ambitions and ideas about future technologies. pes
several methodological challenges that | have fatathg



my fieldwork [2], | have obtained an immense and
interesting collection of data through my interant with
the youth. In the next few paragraphs | will bieshare
some of the findings.

2.1 Gender and urban-rural digital divide

In both countries there was a clear differenceamifiarity
with and access to ICT in the urban and the rurehs as
well as between genders, in such a way that rucethen
are generally the most disadvantaged. Most ICTes ar

usually possessed by male members of the family and

because the women tend to stay more around the hbeg
have less exposure to ICTs. More interestinglyettierned
out to be cultural perceptions about technolodies tere
not supposed to be used by women, such as earphodes
handheld radio’'s. Female participants would theeef
often indicate to dislike these, because using tleenid
lead to public shaméi can’t put it in my ears and walk
with it, because | am a girl they will laugh at me”

2.2 Current ICT use

Currently the biggest contribution of ICT to pedpléves
is the ability to communicate over a distance ahd t
provision of information. Particularly in emerggnc
situations, for example to announce a funeral,rteldyies
such as (mobile) phone and radio are quick andseae
time and money on travel. After the radio, the it®b
phone is the most widespread technology and delffinihe
most popular one.
electricity that are covered by a mobile networkréhare

content in local languages, something which is \récgly
illustrated by the following quoté‘When you left, there
was no one to translate the dialogues. So instestadrted
watching action movies because they don't
translation. | just watch who beats who and | det story”
[1, p-2]. | had the opportunity to experience thigself
during the screening of a Chinese action movie witly
Chinese subtitles in a rural village in Malawi. riRaularly
because a lot of the youth have no idea about rilyen of
what they are watching, (reality or imaginatiofe impact
of these movies on their views of the world is worg.
Judging from the result of a drawing exercise irichhall
participants interested to have an airplane ifuhge were
actually drawing a helicopter, these movies seenbeo
wrongly informing their view of the world.

2.4 Domination of English

Particularly in Malawi where English is an official
language, reading and writing was very often diyect
associated with reading and writing in English. sth an
extent that several of the participants were carednthat

certain ICTs cannot be used by someone who is only

proficient in reading and writing in the nationanbuage
Chichewa. Also in Ethiopia where English is muelssl
relevant in daily life compared to Malawi, knowledgf
English was often mentioned as a requirement talihe to
use an ICT, for example to read the text printedtiua
technologies or the manual. Overall this probablgne of

Even in very rural areas without yne underlying reasons for the often heard assomptiat

some of the ICTs, such as a computer, can onlysbd by

people who have and use mobile phones. As meuntione gy, cated people.

earlier the other contribution of ICT is the proeis of
information, for example about the situation in ttwntry
or the rest of the world. For many people radiprizbably
still the only gateway to what is going on in therid
around them.

2.3 Impact video shows

During the fieldwork in Malawi the considerable iagb of
video shows that can be found all over the couetmgn in
the most rural areas, became clear. Although dt het
caught too much of my attention during the fieldkvan
Ethiopia, the findings of a study in Addis Abab& $liggest
similar issues are going on there.
screening, but much more the content of what isigei
shown is reason for concern, particularly becatée is
usually the only exposure to the world outsidedhea they
live in. Generally what is being shown is action o
pornographic movies and as long as people payrinaree
fee they will not be denied access regardless aif tige.
This is resulting in probably a majority of the ylolbeing
exposed to pornographic material before the agesphot
even considering the exposure to action movies twisc
even higher. My suspicion about the underlyingsoeafor
the popularity of these kind of materials is thekleof

Not so much the
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