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After lunch we discussed what girls have learut from eagh other’s presentations. Girls
responded positively that indeed it was very intetesting and educating to each other, not
only to get knowledge and understand aboutr AIDS/HIVRbut also to learn a computer how it
works, internet, how it works, getting informationfronsinternet and getting an opportunity
togpresent their findings ... Unbelievable.

Since now they have accessed the informatiomihey wanted to know, Henrietta said that now
they have joined the group of knowledgeable people around the world.

The excerpts above aregdratwn from the journal reflections of Daniel
Ahimbisibwe, written dn\September 2006, during a digital literacy course
he was teaching to a“grouprof young women in rural Uganda. It captures
the excitement thé young women experienced at having the opportunity to
learn how computersavork, and, in particular, how to access valuable HIV/
AIDS information on the internet. The course was part of an action research
study, undertaken by Bonny Norton, Shelley Jones and Ahimbisibwe, with
the following two research questions: ‘To what extent is digital literacy pro-
dietive for accessing HIV/AIDS information in Ugandan communities¢’
and “What facilitates the development of digital literacy¢’ In this chapter, we
discuss the study and its findings, focussing on the impact of digital literacy
on the identities of the participants, who were all English language learners.

Introduction

As many scholars now acknowledge, the ‘digital divide’ is no longer pri-
marily concerned with the infrastructure of ICTs (information and com-
munication technologies); it is centrally focused on the urgent need to
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build human capacity in poorly resourced global communities (Hawkins,
2002; Mitchell & Sokoya, 2007; Mwesige, 2004; Snyder & Prinsloo, 2007;
Warschauer, 2003). The building uman capacity can best be achieved
through providing access to ICTs|{ D eloping ICT skills and abilities; and
improving proficiency in the languages of ICTs, the most dominant of which
is English. The young women in our study faced challenges in each of these
areas. The rural context in which they lived and their limited access to finan-
cial resources constrained their access to ICTs, which, in turn, inhibited their
ability to develop ICT-based skills and knowledge. Further, although English
was the medium of instruction in their upper primary and secondary sehogls,
their access to English outside the school was very limited. Inmany ways,
the challenges faced by these young women in terms of ICT access, skills
and language proficiency are reflected in Mwesige’s (2004( Dlgemeént below:

Internet cafes are by and large a reserve of thethavesiof Ugandan society.
Not only do these users have the disposable income required to have
access, they also have the requisite requirement,of language, for English
remains the language of the Internet.

With regard to access to health information in particular, research is dem-
onstrating how young women in Uganda{ as in many parts of Africa, face
numerous socio-economic, cultdral and educational challenges that nega-
tively impact their ability to,aceess/the information they require to make
informed choices about séxualg health and healthy sexual relationships
(Jones, 2008; Jones & Nortony2007; Norton & Mutonyi, 2007). With the
acknowledged potential for ICTs to support capacity-building among girls
and women in podtlypresourced communities (Bakesha et a/., 2009; Hafkin
& Taggart, 2001; Qchieng, 2000), the purpose of this study was to investi-
gate how theldevelopment of digital literacy supports young, rural, Ugan-
dan women’s,aceéss to sexual health information.

Collections’such as Thioune’s (2003) argue that the Internet can only
bécome aytool for social development if it is applied in a way that addresses
the ‘quality of life of individuals and their hopes for the future. In address-
ing the daily realities and aspirations of the young women in our study,
our particular focus was the way in which digital literacy and training in
English dovetailed to provide the participants with access to sexual health
information on the internet. Most health information available globally is
in the English language, and English is an additional language for Ugandans.
English is also an official language in the country, as it is in most countries in
Sub-Saharan Africa, and command of the English language is important for
educational and professional success. Therefore, teaching the digital literacy
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course in English was important for capacity-building. All of the partici-
pants had Luganda as a mother tongue, but Luganda is used primarily in oral
contexts, and has few textual resources.

In this chapter, we demonstrate how the participants developed digital
skills, enhanced their knowledge about HIV/AIDS and negotiated the English
language in ways that resonated powerfully with their lives. As Huyer and
Sikoska’s (2003: 33) note, ‘ICT projects should tackle capacity-building issues
and themes with application to women’s daily lives’. We make the argument
that digital literacy can provide girls and women in poorly resourced*com-
munities with much-needed opportunities to develop greater human‘agency
with respect to health, in general, and HIV/AIDS, in particular.

Background to Study

The study, which took place in 2006, involvedsa, group'ef Ugandan sec-
ondary school girls of approximately 17 yearsf age who attended Kyato
Secondary School (KSS)," located in a village in setithwestern Uganda. The
study was supported by a grant from the)British* Columbia association
of Teachers of English as an Additional Language (BCTEAL), in Canada.
While the primary purpose of the BCFEAL'grant was to develop materials
to ‘integrate knowledge about AIBRS with English literacy instruction’, we
also drew on funds from a federal grant (Social Sciences and Humanities
Research Council of Canada) to/invéstigate whether digital access to HIV/
AIDS information for English langtfage learners in Kyato might be a particu-
larly powerful means to access HIV/AIDS information. The action research
study included development of materials for a digital literacy course taught
in English by Ahimbisibwe; the development and analysis of two participant
questionnaires, administered, respectively, before and after the course; and
analysis of obgervations written by both Ahimbisibwe as course instructor,
and participants,as learners.

Literature Review

Aweview of the literature relevant to our study places the research in a
wider educational context, and is drawn from work in two distinct areas:
(1) research on ‘the new literacies’; and (2) research on applied linguistics
and HIV/AIDS.

New literacies

Research on new literacies that is relevant to our project is associ-
ated with the work of Barton and Hamilton (1998), Hornberger (2003),
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Martin-Jones and Jones (2000), Prinsloo and Baynham (2008), and Street
(2001). These researchers take the position that literacy practices cannot be
isolated from other social practices, and that literacy must be understood
with reference to larger historical, social and economic processes. Thus,
while earlier psychological perspectives conceived of reading and writing
as the acquisition of particular behaviours and cognitive strategies, more
recent insights from ethnography, cultural studies and critical theory have
led ta the recognition that literacy is not only a skill to be learned but a prac-
tid{2D|well that is socially constructed and locally negotiated.

ssociated with new literacies is the increasing research ondigital lit-
eracy, multiliteracy and multimodality (see Coiro et al., 2008).Lhe,central
tenet of this research is that developments in ICT profoundly affect lit-
eracy practices across different sites of learning, and thatd text™is not only
printed material, but includes visual, oral and multimiodal products. The
complex ways in which schools, families and copdmunities engage in digital
literacy practices have become an important Site for literacy research and
theory, and provide significant insights inte.the ways in which people learn,
teach, negotiate and access literacy both inside and outside school settings.
However, as many scholars note (Andemater aly 2010; Mutonyi & Norton,
2007; Snyder & Prinsloo, 2007; Warschauer, 2003), much of the research in
this area has focused on wealthier régions/of the world, and there is a great
need for research in poorly resoufced communities to impact global debates
on digital literacy.

Applied linguistics andy\HIV/AIDS

In the literatuteNenvapplied linguistics and HIV/AIDS, Higgins and
Norton (2010),ma0te that while HIV/AIDS has been an object of study for
sociolinguistsiand {discourse analysts for approximately two decades, most
of this reséarch hés examined contexts relevant to gay men in resource-rich
nations. The bulk of this research has focused on stigma, risk and sexual
identification in face-to-face interactions (cf. Jones & Candlin, 2003). The
use of.cofiversation analysis, for example, has provided insight into the ways
in which HIV/AIDS counselling is interactionally constructed (Maynard,
2003; Silverman, 1997), while Jones (2002) has examined how speakers
frame their activities when handing out informative pamphlets to men they
identify as gay in Hong Kong’s city parks.

Applied linguistics research on HIV/AIDS in resource-poor contexts is
a much more recent development. In a review of sociolinguistic research
in public health domains in Sub-Saharan Africa, Djité (2008: 94) concluded
that there is a ‘relative dearth of sociolinguistic studies in the area of health’
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despite the millions of people who are infected across this continent. While
studies are still relatively few in number, applied linguists have begun to
turn their attention to HIV/AIDS in these contexts, focusing specifically
on the creation of knowledge as it is constructed in language and multi-
modal semiotic systems (e.g. Kendrick et a/., 2006; Mitchell, 2006; Norton &
Mutonyi, 2010). These studies reveal the presence of differing worldviews
and perspectives at the levels of institutional structures and in the form of
cultural practices. Such research is seen to be important for funding agencies
in diverse development contexts, which have increasingly acknowledged the
importance of understanding local contexts and cultures in order te*make
progress in culturally appropriate ways (Craddock, 2004; Farmes, 1994).

In the collection of articles in Higgins and Norton (2010), 1t is made
clear that research on HIV/AIDS in any geographic settifig'must take into
account the role of context in the production of knowlédge. This is particu-
larly important in resource-poor areas, where edicational efforts are often
compromised by the limited availability of reseurgés,(-o)|der relations and
cultural belief systems that differ from Western,‘biomedical perspectives.
In this spirit, we turn next to the research gontext in which our study took
place.

The Research Context

Uganda, where our research study took place, is one of the poorest coun-
tries in the world, ranked 145,6ut of 177 countries on the Human Develop-
ment Index. It is also one of theé countries that had been hit the hardest by
the HIV/AIDS epidemic. ImAfrica, HIV/AIDS transmission occurs predomi-
nantly through hetérésexual contact (Malinga, 2001), and almost 50% of the
HIV/AIDS-infected population is youth. Although the male:female ratio of
HIV infection.améng adults is 1:1, it is 1:4 among adolescents, and some
research igdieates'that girls in the 15-19 year age range are up to six times
more likely; to contract HIV than boys in their age cohort (Malinga, 2001;
Mirembe& Davies, 2001). In addition to physiological factors, the reasons
for the acute differential in HIV/AIDS infection rates between young men
and women are related to significant sociocultural and economic factors.
Young women from poor, rural backgrounds, such as the participants in this
study, are particularly at risk as transactional sex is often the only way they
are able to forge a better future for themselves by, for example, using money
earned through sexual relationships to pay school-related expenses (Jones &
Norton, 2007).

In Kyato village, which borders a trading centre that is approximately
seven miles from the nearest town centre, Ganda, poverty is endemic and
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acute. There is no running water, and the limited electricity available comes
from solar power available publicly only at Kyato Community Library. Most
of the participants’ families survive by subsistence-level farming, with small
incomes derived primarily from men’s employment as labourers, tailors or
taxi drivers. Women can sometimes earn a very small income through the
sale of crafts such as mats and baskets, or the sale of extra food grown in
family gardens. The official per capita income is less than $1 US per day.
Malnutrition, disease and poor living conditions are widespread. Every par-
ticipant in this study had been affected in some way by HIV/AIDS¥each
had lost friends, siblings, relatives and even parents to the disease®HIV/
AIDS was never far from their thoughts, and it constituted=a perpetual
source of anxiety and fear.

Despite the widely acknowledged sex-related dangerg®young<vomen in
Uganda face, they receive minimal sexual health edugatien in school. It is
included in subjects like biology, Christian religious education and health
education, but there is no comprehensive sex education component of the
curriculum (Jones & Norton, 2007), nor aze thereymany other possibilities
for youth to access the sexual health seryices, information and resources
they need. Studies have shown health clinics ta*be generally lacking in out-
reach, and unfriendly towards youth. Based on the emerging and promising
potential of technology to connectJearnezs to global databases (Warschauer,
2003; Wasserman, 2002), we sought todink HIV/AIDS education and digital
literacy in our action research, We were also aware that our learners have a
mother tongue other than (English, and so promoting access to the digital
world would not only providesextensive access to HIV/AIDS information,
but, given the predominance of English on global health websites, enhanced
opportunities for Englishilanguage learning.

The Study

In‘order forthe participants to access health websites at the closest inter-
nét café in Ganda, they needed a comprehensive introduction to computers
and'digital technology, as well as hands-on practice. Jones, who had worked
closely with the participants on a daily basis for one year (2004-2005) for her
PhD research, developed the digital literacy course, which took into account
the fact that the participants had had very little experience with computers
or the internet. The course was comprised of an intensive six-session,
46-hour curriculum that took place from August to September 2006. The
instruction took place in both the Kyato community library, where a com-
puter and solar power were available, as well as the internet café in Ganda,
which was about a 45-minute walk from Kyato village. In order to address
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our two research questions, we developed two questionnaires, which we
refer to as Q1 and Q2, respectively. These questionnaires were written in
English, because English is the language of instruction in schools, and the
print most familiar to the participants. English is also used for ICT-related
terminology. In Q1, administered before the course, we asked the partici-
pants their expectations of the course, their interest in computer literacy;,
what they knew of the internet and the extent of their interest in health
information and HIV/AIDS in particular. Q2, administered at the end of
the course, included the following areas: What participants had learptfrom
the course; what benefits technology and the internet might have“fér the
future; what health information they had acquired; and what informa-
tion about HIV/AIDS they might still like to get. Ahimbisibwe, the course
instructor, also kept a detailed journal during the coursef"and adapted the
course to suit the needs of the learners.

Findings

Questionnaire 1

In Q1, we learnt that 10 of the\12%participants had never used a com-
puter before. Of the two who Wad, oné had used it 6-10 times in the past
year, in the Kampala districtjsthe,other had used it about once a month in
the Kyato community libraty/The computers had been used for such activi-
ties as writing letters an@l essays. All participants indicated that they would
like to use a computetimore,often. With regard to the internet, although 11
had heard of it, foir hadlittle knowledge of exactly what it was. As Sofia
noted, ‘I have heard about the word internet but I don’t know its meaning’.
There were five, hgwever, who understood that the internet was associated
with access to,inférmation, as exemplified by Sofia’s comment, ‘I know that
interneg ista world wide web where you can get information from different
céuntriesh The remaining two participants focused on the communication
possibilities of the internet, as Henrietta noted, ‘The word internet means
the world wide web. This means people can communicate through comput-
ers’. Not one participant had used the internet over the past year, but all of
them indicated that they would like to use the internet more often. Most
indicated that instruction and practice was necessary to enable them to use
the internet. As Doreen noted, ‘I will need training because I don’t know
how to use it’, while Shakila wrote, ‘Ist teach me about the internet and
provide as many as possible so that we use them frequently’.

When asked, ‘What health information, if any, would you like to get
from the Internet¢’ 11 of the 12 participants indicated that they would
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like to get information about HIV/AIDS. Participants were interested in a
range of issues, including the causes of AIDS; how to reduce AIDS; how to
help people live longer; how to treat people with AIDS; and how to prevent
AIDS. Henrietta, in particular, focused on the impact of AIDS on youth: ‘I
want to know more about HIV/AIDS because it is the killer of the youth
and we don’t know more about it’. The one participant who did not men-
tion AIDS, Sofia, expressed an interest in the brain and heart, ‘“The health
information I like is to know about the brain of human beings because some
are thinking more and others less and also on heart diseases’.

When asked what other information (apart from health)ethé par-
ticipants would like to get from the internet, there was a wide ‘tange of
responses. Shakila noted, for example, that she wanted ‘Information con-
cerning with problems of girls and jobs of women in all thé€world’; Caroline
noted that she wanted ‘information about different kinds of people from
different countries’; Tracy wanted knowledge about “female bodies, how
do they look like’; and Henrietta wanted ‘to knewsmore about English’. In
response to the question about their ‘mainyinterest] in learning more about
the internet, Sofia added the following new‘information, ‘I want to know
everything which can help my life now and in the future’. The desire to
connect with Canadian people was alsomentioned as a desirable outcome
of internet access. As Henrietta noted, “Lwill learn more about myself from
sharing view with Canadian péople’wand Jenenie noted as follows, ‘My
main interest in learning more ‘about the internet is that I want to make
friends outside my countryilike in Canada’.

With reference to courseexpectations, six participants hoped that the
course would increasé theinemployability. Gelly wanted more job opportu-
nities; Penina wantedito'be an entrepreneur; Tracy, a doctor; Gloria, a dress-
maker; Sofia, abusiness person; and Jenenie, the head teacher of a secondary
school. The remaifing participants wished to learn more about computers,
and how ftoyuse”them for communication, entertainment and access to
information. In'response to the question, ‘How do you think you could ben-
efit fromylearning to use the computer¢’ Henrietta and Jenenie added the
following additional information. Henrietta noted that ‘I will understand
more about English language’, while Jenenie noted that she would become
‘mentally modernized’.

The digital literacy course

The data from the digital literacy course was also very revealing. The
first session of the course, which took place on Sunday, 20 August 2006,
in the Kyato community library, introduced the participants to the objec-
tives of the course, and the research study more broadly. The 12 participants
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also signed consent forms and completed Questionnaire 1. In his journal,
Ahimbisibwe notes, ‘I could tell from the faces of the girls that they were
interested’, and he comments that questions from the participants were
‘endless’. Such pressing questions included: ‘What is a computer¢ How does
it work¢” The second session provided an introduction to computers and
other technological equipment such as printers, digital cameras and digital
recorders. The participants were also introduced to internet vocabulary such
as search engine, website, keywords, toolbar and home page. ‘They were
all enthusiastic to start’, writes Ahimbisibwe. After lunch, each pargi€ipant
had 15 minutes on the library computer, and learnt to open ayMicrosoft
program, type a few words, and save a file. ‘Each girl was fidgeting te be the
first one to sit on computer as it was their first time to use the computer’,
Ahimbisibwe says. Indeed, he notes, ‘it was not enoughsto'someé of them.
Up to evening they wanted to go on and on’.

In preparation for the third session, which/fogused on the internet,
Ahimbisibwe visited the internet café in Ganda and did a Google search
on people and places that would be familiar to the participants, including
their home village and the names of the researchers. He then photocopied
the documents and made copies for eachiof the participants. During the
third session, ‘all the girls were so attefitive,and eager to see what I have for
them’, notes Ahimbisibwe. The dayivasawvery productive one, in which the
participants learnt much about the internet and its potential, and reviewed
the materials that Ahimbisibwe had/brought.

Session four was the first/visit to the Ganda internet café, reached by
local taxi, and took place’on Sunday, August 27. As noted above, not one of
the participants had ever used the internet before. The participants worked
in pairs to search”for information on HIV/AIDS, and, as Ahimbisibwe
notes, ‘the girlsawvere very excited by the whole thing. You could hear them
exclaiming at whatever they saw on the monitor’. In the discussion that fol-
lowed, the'pacticipants noted that the following were the issues they would
like todlearn more about: How AIDS spreads and ways of avoiding it; the
n@mber who have died of AIDS throughout the world; signs and symptoms
of AIDS; the origin of AIDS; the treatment of AIDS; antiretroviral drugs;
prevention of mother to child transmission; testing centres. ‘The questions
were so many’, Ahimbisibwe notes.

In the fifth session, which started in the library and continued in the
internet café, the participants worked in pairs to search for the information
that they had identified as relevant to HIV/AIDS. Ahimbisibwe notes that
after the participants had found the particular information they wanted on
HIV/AIDS, they ‘wanted to look at other interesting things on the internet
as it was the chance and they don’t know when they will get another one
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to look at other things’. In the discussion after the visit to the internet café,
the participants shared the information they had found, and Ahimbisibwe
made the following significant observation, as quoted above: ‘Since they
have accessed the information they wanted to know, Henrietta said they
have joined the group of knowledgeable people around the world’.

It was in the sixth session, held on September 3, that Ahimbisibwe
commented on the ‘unbelievable’ events in the classroom, as quoted at
the beginning of this chapter, and the course ended with a final visit to
the internet café, on Wednesday, September 6. Ahimbisibwe notes#in his
journal how enthusiastic the participants were, because they knew how
to use the computer and the internet. The participants had planned ahead,
and knew what topics to research. ‘Although they still had problems with
how to handle the mouse and move the cursor properly, butsthey knew
what they were doing’. Ahimbisibwe adds, however, ghat issues of broad-
band became a challenge for the participants. ‘Anéther difficulty they face is
some computers are very slow when it comes to thie internet so they were
complaining that all their time went without actually getting to the web-
site’. After lunch, Ahimbisibwe led a discussion and writing session about
what the participants had learnt, and the\participants completed the sec-
ond questionnaire.

Questionnaire 2

While space does not pérmditsa comprehensive review of what each par-
ticipant had learnt in the digital literacy course, which was the focus of
Questionnaire 2, we will previde key data with respect to access to informa-
tion in general, apd access to information about HIV/AIDS in particular.
First, it was clear that/participants needed to learn how to use a computer
before they could éccess health information on the internet. The comment
from Henfietta €aptures many of the responses to the question, ‘What did
you leagn fromthis course¢’

MNearnt how to use a computer/introduction to the computer. I learnt
to access information on the internet. I learnt how people can commu-
nicate through internet. I learnt how people get information from the
internet. I learnt the methods of preventing HIV/AIDS and all about
AIDS.

The participants noted that ‘computers make the work easier’, that they

‘save time’, that they are essential for ‘accessing information’, and that they
promote ‘communication with other people’. The role of English in internet
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information was noted by Henrietta, who wrote that she ‘had learnt the
English language’ on the internet, because it is ‘arranged properly’. A num-
ber also noted that knowing about computers and the internet is important
for future employment. As Gelly noted:

I have learn how to use a computer, how to write the information on
the computer and how to search the information on it. It can help me
to get job opportunities in my future because now days every job needs
to be with an experience to computer such as being an office manager,
secretary accountancy and others.

Participants noted that there was still much they would like o learn about
computers, such as developing their own websites, uploadifig photographs
and using Skype (or, as Tracy noted, ‘learn to talk tog@omebody while his
or her image appears on a screen’). With reference to, cultural practices,
Doreen noted that ‘I would like to learn more abeut/the behaviours of other
girls outside Uganda because me as I am Lbehaveythe way I behave like a
Ugandan girls so what about others¢’

With reference to access to health information, and HIV/AIDS more
specifically, there was overwhelming ¢onsensus that access to the internet
had provided crucial and comprehefisive information about HIV/AIDS. By
way of example, Yudaya noted,

I have got health information from the internet which concern to the
HIV/AIDS. Now I know hetw to prevent AIDS/HIV and other informa-
tion about it. AIDS stands for acquired immune deficiency syndrome
and what of HIViis human immune deficiency virus.

Gelly noted that she had been surprised to find that the ‘highest percentage
of people gvhe di€ AIDS are youth/teenage this is very dangerous because
me also,l'am a‘teenager’. Shakila, from a slightly different perspective, dis-
cdssed not only how to protect herself, but how to advise others:

From the internet I searched different information on some of the health
information is about AIDS/HIV from the internet. Now I know how
to protect myself from HIV/AIDS, how to know that someone is HIV
positive, what to do if I become affected that I rest, I don’t work hard,
I have to look for treatment that I can get ARVS that stop the cells to
multiply. I knew the symptoms of AIDS but I got all these from the
internet. Through the use of internet just know I can advise different
things to my friends about HIV/AIDS.
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In a similar spirit, Sofia noted not only that ‘I can be prevented using con-
dom’ but that ‘I can counsel somebody with AIDS by telling him that being
HIV positive it doesn’t mean the end of your life’. Gelly noted, in addition,
that, ‘someone with AIDS may experience the wide range of different dis-
eases and opportunistic infection’.

A number of participants were particularly concerned about the way in
which AIDS had affected their own country of Uganda, and noted that they
had learnt more about the relationship between AIDS and development.
Fortunately, much new and important local information was alsorlearnt
on the internet, such as the role of TASO, Uganda’s leading AIDS Sdépport
Organization, which has ‘tried to look after the affected people‘through
rendering services’.

Other health information, particularly relevant to Mganda; was also
searched on the internet, including information on malatia and early preg-
nancies. For example, Sofia noted as follows:

From the internet I have got some other information like the informa-
tion about malaria and so I want also go¥know more about it like how
it spread, its symptoms and how it can be prevented because malaria is
a very big problem in our area so miore information is needed from that.

With regard to early pregnancieg; Doreen noted as follows:

On the internet I searched many health information including AIDS/
HIV/STD and othendiseasés like malaria. Apart from these I searched
about girls who become, pregnant when they are still at school. I found
it and they arg™veéry'many who become pregnant and some are ending
up affectedawith AIDS so what should we do¢

As if in regponsé;Tracy noted as follows:

It was very important and interest for me to know how to prevent preg-
nangy when I am still studying like using contraceptives and abstinence
from sex. I became happy because some of us don’t know how to pre-
vent pregnancies and we do lack some information.

When asked what other information they would like to share with the
researchers, many participants expressed their appreciation for the course,
as exemplified by Shakila: ‘For me I just thank you for your organization
because it has been good and beg you to help and organize other courses like
that one because we learned many things. So thanks’.
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Discussion

In our research project, we sought to determine, with respect to the
participants in our study, if digital literacy was productive for accessing
information about HIV/AIDS, and the conditions that facilitate the devel-
opment of digital literacy. At a quantitative level, it is interesting to note
that although Q2 was modelled on Ql, and participants were given the
same number of pages (4) in which to write their responses, the responses in
Q2 were considerably longer and more developed than those in Q1. A*com-
puter word count provided an approximation as to the differencerbetween
the total length of responses in Q2 as opposed to Ql: Thereqswere 6294
words in Q2 and 3260 words in Q1. This suggests that the participants had
much to say about the course and their internet searches gand,their learning
was reflected in the comprehensiveness of their writtegt responses.

Our central finding, then, is that the internet”provided multiple oppor-
tunities for participants to gain access to information about HIV/AIDS and
to use English in meaningful ways. Perhaps more‘interesting, however, are
our findings with respect to our second reseaich question, ‘What facilitates
the development of digital literacy¢’ To'address this question, we have
found research on identity and langudgedearning very helpful, particularly
with reference to work on investment,imagined communities and imag-
ined identities. Although these afeds arerhighly related, we will address each
in turn, as they represent somewdhat different perspectives on the develop-
ment of digital literacy.

Investment and digital [iteracy

With regardstorinvestment and digital literacy, Norton (2000, 2012) has
argued that if learhers ‘invest’ in learning a language, they do so with the
understanding that they will acquire a wider range of symbolic and material
resourees, which will in turn increase the value of their cultural capital and
sdeial power. The construct of investment conceives of the language learner
as having a complex identity, changing across time and space, and repro-
duced in social interaction, both oral and written. It provides for a particular
set of questions associated with a learner’s commitment to learning the
target language. In addition to asking, for example, ‘To what extent is the
learner motivated to learn this language¢’ the researcher asks, ‘What is
the learner’s investment in the language practices of this classroom¢’

There is abundant evidence to suggest that the participants in this
study were highly invested in the language practices of the digital literacy
course. In Q2, all the participants noted how much they had learnt in the
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course, and how interested they were in the diverse aspects of the course.
Their appreciation was effusive, with participants like Shakila noting that
the course ‘has been good and beg you to help and organize other courses
like this one because we learned many things’. Ahimbisibwe also noted fre-
quently how excited the participants were. ‘I could tell by their faces that
the girls were interested’, he notes on the 20th August; ‘they were all enthu-
siastic to start’ he continues on the 23rd; and on September 3rd, noted that
it was ‘unbelievable’ what progress the participants had made.

Part of the girls’ investment in the language practices of thesdigital
literacy course was the opportunity to access the English language i mul-
tiple new ways. Some of the participants saw engagement withWCTs as
not only a tool through which to communicate, but also fas atool that
would help them communicate in English. For examplé,“in résponse to
the question, ‘How do you think you could benefit from learning to use
the computeré’, Henrietta noted that she would “tnderstand more about
English language’.

The three particular areas of interest noted by, Ahimbisibwe also pro-
vide important clues as to why the participants were highly invested in the
language practices of the course: the participants had access to information
about HIV/AIDS; they had learnt how computers and the internet work;
and they had been given the opportunity.to share their learning with their
peers in presentation format. Pribr'to'the course, Ahimbisibwe notes, these
were all ‘very new things which'they didn’t have hope to access in the near
future’.

The research context provided at the beginning of this chapter gives
some explanation as to.why these language practices were hitherto unavail-
able to the participants. Information about HIV/AIDS is difficult to access
in remote Ugandan communities, and HIV/AIDS is a topic that both par-
ents and teachers tend to avoid. As Norton and Mutonyi (2007) note, HIV/
AIDS clubs are otie of the few sites in which young people can access infor-
matiomomthe disease, and ‘Talk what others think you can’t talk’. Further,
adeess tojcomputers and other technology is very difficult in rural Uganda,
primarily because of the expense involved, and the great inequities between
urban and rural areas (Mutonyi & Norton, 2007). In addition, as Jones and
Norton (2007) note, young women in particular struggle to fund even the
most basic necessities of life, and paying for computers and internet access
would be a luxury way beyond the budgets of young rural women. It was
interesting to note Ahimbisibwe’s observation that after the participants
had found the information they wanted on HIV/AIDS, they turned their
attention to ‘other interesting things on the internet’ as they didn’t know
when they would be given this opportunity again.
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The student-centred pedagogy of the course, which included pair and
group work, class presentations and regular student—teacher interaction,
was also novel for these young women, who were accustomed to large,
teacher-fronted classrooms. In Jones’s doctoral research, participants had
shared with her their experiences of many unsatisfactory classrooms, as evi-
denced in the following extract (Kendrick er al., 2006: 110):

Shelley: How is learning English through doing a project like this differ-
ent from learning English in the classroom¢

Rose: In class teachers write on the blackboard — and we just [isten ...

Shelley: In the research project how do you use English¢

Rose: Communication.

Shelley: Do you learn more by studying English or by ¢ommuaicating in
English¢

Rose: Communicating ...

Shelley: Why¢

Rose: Because when you communicate, you think your own English.

It is clear from the data that the participants in the study were ‘thinking
[their] own English’, and it is this owfiership of meaning-making that was
central to their investment in digital litezacy.

However, the participants//investment in digital literacy extended
beyond issue of health, to include ecological, educational and gender issues
of particular relevance to development. In response to the Q2 question, ‘Is
there any other information yo@ would like to share with the researchers¢’,
Penina, for example, €ommented: ‘Thank you for your information but I
suggest an idea that nextiturn let’s be on the environment and the animals’.
Tracy said: ‘Yesld Wwould like to share information about how the liberation
of women has helped in development’. Henrietta stated: ‘I want to share
the informiation™with researchers about education. Who introduced edu-
cationphow did he understand that people should get education’. Doreen
remarkeds ‘Of course! There other information which I would like to share
withithe'research. It is about education in both girls and boys, and how we
can develop our talents like reading storybooks, singing, etc’. And Caroline
responded: ‘Yes. The information about rape and defilement, the factors
leads to its increase in Uganda and how to overcome it’.

The participants were also invested in digital material on global issues of
importance to them. At the time this research was conducted, the Iraq War
was into its third year and the participants were very interested to learn
more about the war and international figures, such as Saddam Hussein and
George W. Bush. Doreen wrote ‘On the internet also I got information about
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many people for example Saddam Hussein whereby I searched his image
and I see him with some of his information. I didn’t searched Saddam only
but also I searched our president Museveni and I managed to see him on
the Internet so this was so great for me’. Tracy explained how the internet
provided her with information she had not been able to get otherwise, and
thus enabled her to extend her representations of the war: ‘I searched for
Bush George’s picture on the internet via Google search, I saw how Bush
looks like. More also, I looked for Saddam’s picture. It was very interesting
because I was just hearing of their names without seeing them’.

Imagined communities and digital literacy

Related to the construct of investment is that of imagined communities
and imagined identities (Anderson, 1991; Kanno & Nerten, 2003; Norton,
2001; Pavlenko & Norton, 2007). Benedict Andérson“(1991: 6), who first
coined the term ‘imagined communities’, argues, thiat what we think of as
nations are imagined communities, ‘because the members of even the small-
est nation will never know most of their fellow-members, meet them, or
even hear of them, yet in the minds of each lives the image of their com-
munion’. Thus, in imagining ourselves eonnected with our fellow human
beings across space and time, we caf feel.afsense of community with people
we have not yet met, but perhaps might hope to meet one day. Developing
this notion with reference to language education, Norton and colleagues
argue that in many language classrooms, learners may be given the opportu-
nity to invest not only_ in theselassroom community, but also in communi-
ties of the imagination — aydesired community that offers possibilities for
an enhanced range"ofjidentity options in the future. They argue that such
imagined identities,can be highly varied, from the imagined community of
the more public professional, such as doctors, lawyers and teachers, to that
of the mofe localFhomemaker or farm worker.

Language learners have different investments in a range of identities,
afd of pasticular interest in this study was the extent to which such invest-
ments were productive for the development of digital literacy. In spite of the
digital divide, and the fact that none of the participants had had any sus-
tained contact with the internet before this study, they quickly embraced
the digital as a means through which they could appropriate new identities
and engage with a wider range of communities. Tracy, for example, speci-
fied her interest in becoming part of a global academic community, as she
wanted: “To talk with people from different countries like to acquire some
information from outside universities’. Likewise, Joanne commented: ‘I
would also like to get discussion with other students in other country. And
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also I would like to get skills how I can also start my own project in future’.
Of great significance, however, is that the participants did not wish to sim-
ply become consumers of information; they also wanted to be producers of
information. Penina imagined herself contributing knowledge and ideas to
others through publication: ‘According to me I want to learn it to become
one of the most people who can use it and to become publicable’. Sofia
expressed a similar idea: ‘I would like to share with the researcher in writing
academic book or research’. Such global knowledge production is strongly
advocated by scholars who wish to ensure that African ideas, knowledge
and experience are well represented in the international literature/{Andema
et al., 2010).

While some the participants expressed their desire to take an agtive part
in global knowledge production, others were primarily intérestedin expand-
ing their friendship networks outside Uganda. As Jenefiieynoted, ‘My main
interest in learning more about the internet is th@tl want to make friends
outside my country like in Canada’ while Gelly,stated: ‘I heard that com-
puters are usually used on the internet so Lwouldlike to know how to use
it, and how to send messages from outsidecountries’.

In the process of engaging in digital literacy with respect to imagined
communities, gender issues were also céntral concerns for these young
women (cf. Mitchell & Sokoya, 2007):doreen expressed her interest in
learning more about the lives of ‘other girls in the world to expand her
understanding of what it means,to/be a girl beyond the only context she
knew — that of rural UgandasShakila, similarly, sought to learn about the
experiences of girls in differentsparts of the world by accessing information
on the internet, and i) particular, what she called ‘information concerning
with problems of girls?. With a related focus, Tracy wanted to know about
‘female bodies,how do they look like’, suggesting that she was interested
in expanding her understanding of herself as a young woman, as well as her
general understanding of the physical body, .... because I am soon becom-
ing a doctor’.

Imagined identities and digital literacy

Norton (2010: 356) argues that ‘an imagined community assumes an
imagined identity, and investment in the target language must be under-
stood within this context’. There is much evidence to suggest that the devel-
opment of digital literacy provided an enhanced range of identity options
for the future of these young women, identities that could be considered
imagined identities. Particularly profound is the comment by Henrietta,
that ‘they have joined the group of knowledgeable people around the world’.
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In a related comment, Sofia noted that her ‘main interest’ in learning more
about the internet was that it enabled her to ‘know everything which can
help my life now and in the future’. In similar comments, several partici-
pants expressed the desire to engage in activities that would enable them to
develop, change, or deepen their understanding about themselves as young
women in the larger global context. These comments speak to the need
for educational opportunities that cultivate girls’ capabilities and empower
them to engage more fully in the world (Jones, 2011).

Fugz=eemployment was a central concern for these young womemnymost
of whd nggled economically. Penina wanted to be an entrepreneutyTracy
wanted to be a doctor; Gloria, a dressmaker; Sofia, a business«person; and
Jenenie, the head teacher of a secondary school. To realize suchjimagined
identities would be rare for many rural Ugandan womes, but*the partici-
pants hoped that digital literacy would help them achieve their ambitions.
Caroline expressed her belief that, given time and‘experience with ICTs, she
would become more confident and better ableytodinteract effectively and
meaningfully with people around the waorld. Similarly, Jenenie imagined
herself as ‘popular’ in a global context: ‘My‘main interest in learning more
about the internet is that I want to make friends outside my country like in
Canada so that I become popular worldwide through writing letters’.

Using the internet to access information about people and places with
whom they had personal conne€tionswwas of great interest to the partici-
pants, as it seemed to bridge the'gap/between the virtual and the real world,
linking their identities (as, forexample, students, community members and
research participants) with the’larger world on the internet. For example,
Shakila stated:

I got information/about the location, history of [Kyato] Community
Library, I searched information about Shelley her background, what she
did inMganda’and Canada particularly. I searched information about Mr
[Masinde] the founder of [Kyato Secondary School] and why he estab-
lishedithe school the aim, location and the beginning and history of it.
Isearched the main players of [Kyato] Community Library ... and their
history. And where the library started from.

Conclusion

In responding to diversity in language and literacy education, McKinney
and Norton (2008) have noted that teachers need to consider not only what
is educationally possible, but what is also educationally desirable. In many
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poorly resourced communities, in Africa and other parts of the world, what
is ‘possible’ may appear bleak and discouraging. Indeed, without resources
provided by sponsors, our study would not have been possible. Sustainabil-
ity therefore remains a major challenge not only in our project, but also
in other national projects in Uganda and beyond. However, what is clear
from our study is that the hopes and desires of young people in the most
rural parts of Africa are no less ambitious than those of young people in
Singapore, Seattle or Sydney. The young women in our study wanted access
to current and reliable information on health, job opportunities, [diverse
international communities and the English language. Further, they net only
want to be receivers of global information; they want to produce informa-
tion, make their own websites, Skype with friends and engage actively in
global knowledge production.

Our study not only provides convincing evidence that,digital literacy is
highly productive for accessing information abot HIV}/AIDS in Ugandan
communities but also demonstrates that learners are interested in a wide
range of topics, including gender and developmentiIhe study also confirms
that digital literacy takes place, most effectively, when learners are invested
in the language practices of their classrooms and communities, and when
they can draw on digital information to deyelop an enhanced range of iden-
tity options for the future. This hasiimpoztant implications for English lan-
guage learning and teaching. THe English language learners in our study
were able to imagine and appropriate identities as autonomous learners,
informed global citizens anld HIV/AIDS counsellors. The challenge for the
global community is to.collaberate with African partners to ensure that the
imagined identities ofEnglish language learners are not only|(-licationally
desirable but also gdueationally possible.

Acknowledgements

This chapter is a revised version of an article submitted for publication
ingthe Cawadian Modern Language Review.

We would like to extend our warmest trremks to the young women who
took part in our study. We also greatly appreciate funding from BC TEAL
(British Columbia Teachers of English as an Additional Language) and the
Social Sciences and Humanities Research Council of Canada.

Note

(1) Pseudonyms are used for the names of the school, village and research participants to
protect the identities of those who were associated with this study.

9781847699466_Chap08.indd 200 @ 04/02/13 3:44 PM


Administrator
This chapter is a revised version of an article published by the Canadian Modern Language Review. (See Norton, Jones, and Ahimbisibwe, 2011). Copyright permission from the University of Toronto Press is gratefully acknowledged. 

Administrator
pedagogically


Digital Literacy, HIV/AIDS Information and English Language Learners in Uganda 201

References

Andema, S., Kendrick, M. and Norton, B. (2010) ICT, cultural knowledge, and teacher
education in Africa. In E Sudweeks, H. Hrachovec and C. Ess (eds) Proceedings of the
7th International Conference on Cultural Attitudes Towards Technology and Communication
2010 (pp. 450-457). Murdoch, Australia: Murdoch University.

Anderson, B. (1991) Imagined Communities: Reflections on the Origin and Spread of National-
ism (Rev. edn). New York: Verso.

Bakesha, S., Nakafeero, A. and Okello, D. (2009) ICTs as agents of change: A case of
grass-roots women entrepreneurs in Uganda. In I. Buskens and A. Webb (eds) Afri-
can Women and ICTs: Investigating Technology, Gender, and Empowerment (pp. 143-193).
London: Zed Books.

Barton, D. and Hamilton, M. (1998) Local Literacies. New York: Routledge.

Coiro, J., Knobel, M., Lankshear, C. and Leu, D. (2008) The Handbook of Resedrch on New
Literacies. Mahwah, NJ: Elbaum.

Craddock, S. (2004) Beyond epidemology: Locating AIDS in Africa. In E. Kalipeni, S.
Craddock and J. Ghosh (eds) HIV & AIDS in Africa: Beyond. Epidemiology (pp. 1-10).
Malden, MA: Blackwell.

Djité, P.G. (2008) The Sociolinguistics of Development inyAfrica. Clevedon: Multilingual
Matters.

Farmer, P. (1994) Aids-talk and the constitution of, cultural’ models. Social Science and
Medicine 38, 801-809.

Hafkin, N. and Taggart, N. (2001) Gender, Information Technology, and Developing Countries:
An Analytic Study. Washington, DC; Academygfor Educational Development (AED)/
USAID.

Hawkins, R.J. (2002) Ten lessons for J€T andseducation in the developing world. In G.
Kirkman, P.K. Cornelius, ].D. Sachs and K. Schwab (eds) The Global Information Tech-
nology Report 2001-2002: Readiness forhe Networked World (pp. 38-43). Oxford: Oxford
University Press.

Higgins, C. and Norton, B.“(eds) (2010) Language and HIV/AIDS. Bristol: Multilingual
Matters.

Hornberger, N. (ed.) (2008) Continua of Biliteracy. Clevedon: Multilingual Matters.

Huyer, S. and Sikoska, T. (2003) Overcoming the Gender Digital Divide: Understanding ICTs
and Their Potential forthe Empowerment of Women. INSTRAW Research Paper Series No.
1, April 2008, Washington, DC: United Nations International Research and Training
Institute fox the Advancement of Women.

Jones, Ry, (2002) A walk in the park: Frames and positions in AIDS prevention outreach
among,gay men in China. Journal of Sociolinguistics 6, 575-588.

Jones, R. and Candlin, C. (2003) Constructing risk across timescales and trajectories: Gay
men’s stories of sexual encounters. Health, Risk & Society 5, 199-213.

Jones, S. (2008) Secondary school for girls in rural Uganda: Challenges, opportunities and
emerging identities. PhD thesis, University of British Columbia.

Jones, S. (2011) Girls’ secondary education in Uganda: Assessing policy within the Wom-
en’s Empowerment Framework. Gender and Education 23 (1), 1-29.

Jones, S. and Norton, B. (2007) On the limits of sexual health literacy: Insights from Ugan-
dan schoolgirls. Journal of Diaspora, Indigenous, and Minority Education 1 (4), 285-305.

Kanno, Y. and Norton, B. (2003) Imagined communities and educational possibilities.
Journal of Language, ldentity, and Education 2 (4), 241-249.

9781847699466_Chap08.indd 201 @ 04/02/13 3:44 PM



202  English and Development

Kendrick, M., Jones, S., Mutonyi, H. and Norton, B. (2006) Multimodality and English
education in Ugandan schools. English Studies in Africa 49, 95-114.

Malinga, E (2001) Uganda: Designing communication and education programs to combat
HIV/AIDS. Association for the Development of Education in Africa Newsletter 12 (4).

Martin-Jones, M. and Jones, K. (eds) (2000) Multilingual Literacies. Amsterdam: John
Benjamins.

Maynard, D. (2003) Bad News, Good News: Conversational Order in Everyday Talk and Clini-
cal Settings. Chicago, IL: University of Chicago Press.

McKinney, C. and Norton, B. (2008) Identity in language and literacy education. In
B. Spolsky and E Hult (eds) The Handbook of Educational Linguistics (pp. 192-205).
Malden, MA: Blackwell.

Mirembe, R. and Davies, L. (2001) Is schooling a risk¢ Gender, power relationsfand school
culture in Uganda. Gender and Education 13, 4, 401-416.

Mitchell, C. (2006) In my life: Youth stories and poems on HIV/AIDS{ Towards a new
literacy in the age of AIDS. Changing English 13, 355-368.

Mitchell, C. and Sokoya, G. (2007) New girl (and new boy) at the internet café: Digital
divides/digital futures. In S. Weber and S. Dixon (eds) Growling Up.@nline: Young Peo-
ple and Digital Technologies (pp. 211-225). New York: Palgrave Macmillan.

Mutonyi, H. and Norton, B. (2007) ICT on the margins:Lessons for Ugandan education.
Language and Education 21 (3), 264-270.

Mwesige, PG. (2004) Cyber elites: A survey of internet café'users in Uganda. Telematics
and Informatics 21, 83-101.

Norton, B. (2000) Identity and Language Learning; Gendes, Ethnicity and Educational Change.
Harlow: Longman/Pearson Educatign.

Norton, B. (2001) Non-participation, iméagined communities, and the language class-
room. In M. Breen (ed.) Learner Comrributions to Language Learning: New Directions in
Research (pp. 159-171). Harlow: Pearsofi Education.

Norton, B. (2010) Language and ddentity=In N. Hornberger and S. McKay (eds) Sociolin-
guistics and Language Education’(ppl 349-369). Bristol: Multilingual Matters.

Norton, B. (2012) Investmefit, In"B*Robinson (ed.) Routledge Encyclopedia of Second Lan-
guage Acquisition (pp422-24)y New York: Routledge.

Dton, B. and Mutonyiy Hy, (2007) Talk what others think you can’t talk: HIV/AIDS

clubs as peer education in Ugandan schools. Compare: A Journal of Comparative Educa-

tion 37 (4), 479-492

Norton, B. and Mutonyi, H. (2010) Languaging for life: African students talk back to
HIV/AIDSesearch. Language Policy 9 (1), 45-63.

Ochiengy, Ri©. (2000) The Empowerment of Women through the Internet: The Africa Women
Experfence>Paper presented at the International Telecommunication Union, Geneva.

Pavlenko, A. and Norton, B. (2007) Imagined communities, identity, and English lan-
guage. In J. Cummins and C. Davison (eds) International Handbook of English Language
Teaching (pp. 669-680). New York: Springer.

Prinsloo, M. and Baynham, M. (eds) (2008) Literacies, Global and Local. Philadelphia, PA:
John Benjamins.

Silverman, D. (1997) Discourses of Counselling. London: Sage.

Snyder, I. and Prinsloo, M. (eds) (2007) The digital literacy practices of young people in
marginal contexts. Language and Education 21 (3).

Street, B. (ed.) (2001) Literacy and Development: Ethnographic Perspectives. New York:
Routledge.

9781847699466_Chap08.indd 202 @ 04/02/13 3:44 PM


Administrator
Norton, B., Jones, S. & Ahimbisibwe, D. (2011). Learning about HIV/AIDS in Uganda: Digital resources and language learner identities, Canadian Modern Language Review, 67, 4,569-90.


Digital Literacy, HIV/AIDS Information and English Language Learners in Uganda 203

Thioune, R.M. (ed) (2003) Information and Communication Technologies for development in
Africa: Opportunities and Challenges for Community Development. Ottawa, Canada:
International Development Research Centre.

Warschauer, M. (2003) Technology and Social Inclusion: Rethinking the Digital Divide. Cam-
bridge, MA: MIT Press.

Wasserman, H. (2002) Between the local and the global: South African languages and the
internet. African and Asian Studies 1 (4), 303-321.

9781847699466_Chap08.indd 203 @ 04/02/13 3:44 PM



