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ABSTRACT

Increasingly, technology is mediating the way in which the youth around the world communicate, consume

content and create meaning. As mobile communication media and the internet become more pervasive,

young people from different cultures and communities are afforded more opportunities for collaboration

across previously unbridgeable distances. The need for cross-cultural awareness and communication is
thus more important than ever. The initiative described in this article, successfully demonstrated the role
of mobile phones and the web as mediating technologies in the development of intercultural competen-

cies and communication skills among a group of teenagers scattered across two countries

BACKGROUND

From August to December 2007, ten teenagers
aged 12 to 14 were invited to document culturally
relevant aspects of their lives and communities
and publish the material online. They were also
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encouraged to engage with one another about the
published content. The participants, five teenagers
from the United States of America (USA), and
five from South Africa (SA), represented diverse
backgrounds and came from very different reali-
ties. The participants had smart phones at their
disposal to document the world through their
eyes. The stories they captured were published
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online as digital artefacts accessible to all of the
participating members of the project. One of the
aims of'the project was to see if the mobile stories
created would reflect these diverse perspectives
and ultimately lead to increased cross-cultural
awareness among the participants.

The initiative as proof of concept, described
in this article, successfully demonstrated the
role of mobile phones and the web as mediating
technologies in the development of intercultural
competencies and communication skills among a
group ofteenagers, scattered across two countries.
Efforts were co-ordinated by researchers at Stan-
ford University (USA)and MobiLED initiative at
the Meraka Institute, Council for Scientific and
Industrial Research (SA).

THEORY

Increasingly, technology is mediating the way in
which the youth around the world communicate,
consume and create content. Central to the lives
of many teenagers in the USA is the use of social
media such as blogs and social networking sites.
According to a Pew Internet study, 93% of USA
teens aged 12-17 use the internet and they are
treating itas a venue for social interaction—aplace
where they can share creations, tell stories, and
interact with others (Lenhart, Madden, Macgill,
& Smith, 2007). The study revealed that 39% of
online teens also share their own artistic creations,
such as artwork, photos, stories or videos; 28%
have created their own blog; and 55% have cre-
ated a profile on a social networking site such as
MySpace or Facebook.

The national school study Speak Up 2007 re-
vealed that over half (52%) of learners in grades
6-8 and two-thirds (67%) of those in grades 9-12
had access toamobile phone(“Project Tomorrow:
“Speak Up” 2007 National Findings”, 2008). The
study concluded that amongst school learners in
the USA, access to mobile devices (mobile phones,
MP3 players, personal digital assistants and smart

phones) has dramatically increased in the last
year. Learners were apparently very interested in
making better use of these devices for learning
and particularly to assist with communications,
collaborations, creativity and productivity.

The same depth of figures does not exist for
SA. What is known is that in 2006 the number of
all internet users (not just teenagers) was around
10.8% (“Telecommunication/ICT markets and
trends in Africa.” 2007). While access to comput-
ers is relatively low, 68% of the population had
access toamobile phone in 2006 (Gilwald, 2007).
A very popular mobile instant messaging (MIM)
service used by many young peoplein SAis called
MXit. Currently there are over 6.5 million MXit
subscribers in the country, who send 200 million
messages per day (“Mobile Netusage on therise”,
2008). Even though they are not the largest age
group in the subscriber base, the under-18’s are
the most active (Vanek, 2008).

One of the few studies conducted on the mobile
usage of teens in SA found that most teens aged
13-16 were very dependent on theirmobile phones
for communication and social status (Oelofse, De
Jager, & Ford, 2006). The authors of the study
described the uptake and use of mobile phones
by teens in SA as a “social revolution.”

MIT professor, Henry Jenkins, (2006, p290)
defines ‘participatory culture’as a culture in which
“consumers are invited to actively participate in
the creation and circulation of new content.” It is
certain that a large percentage of the technology-
enabled youth around the world live out the dual
producer/consumer role in a participatory culture.
While much youth content that is created, shared
and consumed is of a highly frivolous nature —
one only has to spend some time on YouTube
or MySpace to verify this — there are also many
cases of more substantial content initiatives. For
example, the Listen Up Youth Media Network
(http://www.listenup.org), the International Visual
Methodologies Project (http://www.ivmproject.
ca), as well as the Centre for Digital Storytell-
ing (http://www.storycenter.org) have facilitated

309



9 more pages are available in the full version of this document, which may be
purchased using the "Add to Cart" button on the publisher's webpage:
www.igi-global.com/chapter/improving-cross-cultural-awareness-

communication/52388

Related Content

Unearthing Invisible Buildings: Device Focus and Device Sharing in a Collaborative Mobile
Learning Activity
Marcus Winterand Lyn Pemberton (2011). International Journal of Mobile and Blended Learning (pp. 1-18).

www.irma-international.org/article/unearthing-invisible-buildings/60136

Experiences and Perceptions of Learner Engagement in Blended Learning Environments: The
Case of an Australian University

Linda De George-Walker, Abdul Hafeez-Baig, Raj Gururajanand P. A. Danaher (2010). Cases on Online
and Blended Learning Technologies in Higher Education: Concepts and Practices (pp. 23-43).
www.irma-international.org/chapter/experiences-perceptions-learner-engagement-blended/38007

Encouraging and Increasing Student Engagement and Participation in an Online Classroom
Kathryn Woods (2017). Blended Learning: Concepts, Methodologies, Tools, and Applications (pp. 1335-
1357).
www.irma-international.org/chapter/encouraging-and-increasing-student-engagement-and-participation-in-an-online-
classroom/163583

Blended Media: Student-Generated Mash-ups to Promote Engagement with Science Content
Garry Hoban, Wendy Nielsenand Christopher Hyland (2016). International Journal of Mobile and Blended
Learning (pp. 35-48).

www.irma-international.org/article/blended-media/162723

The Effect of Self-Regulated Learning in Online Professional Training

Qiwei Men, Belinda Gimbertand Dean Cristol (2023). International Journal of Mobile and Blended Learning
(pp. 1-17).
www.irma-international.org/article/the-effect-of-self-regulated-learning-in-online-professional-training/318225



http://www.igi-global.com/chapter/improving-cross-cultural-awareness-communication/52388
http://www.igi-global.com/chapter/improving-cross-cultural-awareness-communication/52388
http://www.irma-international.org/article/unearthing-invisible-buildings/60136
http://www.irma-international.org/chapter/experiences-perceptions-learner-engagement-blended/38007
http://www.irma-international.org/chapter/encouraging-and-increasing-student-engagement-and-participation-in-an-online-classroom/163583
http://www.irma-international.org/chapter/encouraging-and-increasing-student-engagement-and-participation-in-an-online-classroom/163583
http://www.irma-international.org/article/blended-media/162723
http://www.irma-international.org/article/the-effect-of-self-regulated-learning-in-online-professional-training/318225

