
Mobile phones have become an integral part of daily life in South Africa due to the availability of prepaid 
subscriptions, low-cost phones, low denominations of prepaid airtime and data vouchers, and free off-
peak minutes. According to the 2013 General Household Survey, 98% of youth aged 15 – 24 years lived in 
households where there was a functioning cell phone available, and 77% of youth owned a mobile phone 
that was working during some or all of the 12 months preceding the survey.1 Ownership was lowest amongst 
youth living in the poorest quintile (68%) and children aged 15 – 17 years (60%).

The National Development Plan’s vision for 20302  describes how the exponential growth of information and 
communication technology (ICT) should underpin the development of a vibrant, prosperous and inclusive 
knowledge economy. The National Youth Policy 2015 - 20203 further highlights how mobile technology has 
the potential to bridge spatial divides and enable young people to share information, access opportunities 
and participate in decision-making. 

Potential opportunities and threats
In the context of education, mobile phone technology can substantially expand learning opportunities and 
access to information, yet there are concerns about the negative effects of mobile phone use in schools 
– from increasingly widespread access to pornography to the disruption of classes and adolescent sleep 
patterns, and time lost through prolonged social networking sessions.4 It is therefore vital to develop a clearer 
understanding of how young people use mobile phones in order to address these challenges and promote 
the positive use of mobile phones in education. 

This research brief presents key findings from a study led by Durham Universityi to investigate the use of 
mobile phones amongst youth in Sub-Saharan Africa and considers the implications for policy and practice. 

Drawing on this and other evidence, the brief suggests ways to broaden and deepen digital literacy amongst 
young people in South Africa in a way that recognises and promotes their agency, and ensures that they are 
prepared and equipped to take advantage of the benefits – and are protected from the associated risks.

The Research Study 

In-depth field research in South Africa, was conducted by Durham University in collaboration with the 
Universities of Cape Town and Walter Sisulu, and Gwarajena consultancy, and focused on a series of 
eight sites (urban and rural) in the Eastern Cape and Gauteng/North West provinces. The 2012 – 2014 
study explored young people’s use of mobile phones in the contexts of education, health, job search and 
livelihoods and included a survey of 1,500 youth aged 9 – 25 years, building on a previous survey at the 
same sites in 2007/8. The survey was complemented by in-depth interviews and focus group discussions 
with young people, teachers and parents followed by a stakeholders’ workshop with education policy 
makers and network providers. 

Key findings – mobile phone use among youth in South Africa 

Mobile phone ownership and usage 

Ownership of mobile phones amongst youth (aged 9 – 18 years old) has expanded rapidly in the study sites 
from 21% in 2007/8 to 51% in 2013. Use of a mobile phone in the week prior to the survey was even higher, 
and expanded from 56% in 2007/8 to 77% in 2013. Ownership and usage were highest in urban areas, and 
higher in Gauteng/NorthWest Province sites (57%) than in the Eastern Cape (44%). With the 2013 survey data 
we can restrict the focus to enrolled learners.

Mobile phones and 
education in South Africa: 
Emerging evidence and recommendations

i  The study was conducted in Malawi, Ghana and South Africa with funding from the UK Economic and Social Research Council [grant ES/J018082/1]; for more 
information, see  www.dur.ac.uk/child.phones or contact Principal Investigator Gina Porter:  r.e.porter@durham.ac.uk.

Suggested citation:

Porter G, Hampshire K, Lake 
L, De Lannoy A & Cornell V 
(2015) Mobile phones and 
education in South Africa: 
Emerging evidence and 
recommendations. Cape 
Town: Children’s Institute, 
University of Cape Town & 
Durham University. 

This brief is based on: 
Porter G, Hampshire K, 
Milner J, Munthali A, Robson 
E, De Lannoy A, Bango 
A, Gunguluza N, Mashiri 
M, Tanle A & Abane A 
(2015) Mobile phones and 
education in Sub-Saharan 
Africa: From youth practice 
to public policy. J. Int. Dev., 
doi: 10.1002/jid.3116. This 
is an Open Access paper, 
so freely available for 
download. For a full set of 
publications by the research 
team, see www.dur.ac.uk/
child.phones

University of Cape Tow
n

iD
yunivesithi yaseKapaUniversite

it 
va

n 
K

a
a

p
st

ad

http://www.dur.ac.uk/child.phones
http://r.e.porter@durham.ac.uk
http://www.dur.ac.uk/child.phones
http://www.dur.ac.uk/child.phones


Ownership and use of mobile phones among enrolled learners, 2013   (N=1,201)

Own phone Used any mobile phone 
within last four weeks

Used phone-based Internet 
within last 4 weeks

Remote rural 53% 80% 26%

Rural with services 64% 86% 35%

Peri-urban 59% 88% 40%

Urban 70% 91% 48%

Total 62% 87% 38%

Potential benefits 

The Department of Basic Education (DBE) recognises the central role of ICT in enabling access to educational 
resources and an increasingly global knowledge economy, and has emphasised the need to equip young people 
with digital literacy skills so that they can “find, discern, select and use online information appropriately”.5  

Mobile phones have the potential to expand learning opportunities through the 
development of m-learning programmes that enable access to information directly 
relevant to the curriculum,6 yet very little reference was made to m-learning 
initiatives in the study sites and much information was still obtained through 
Google searches. Twenty percent of learners reported using their phones to conduct 
Internet searches that assist them with  homework and 23% used a phone to discuss 
homework with friends or organise study groups.  

I am using the cell phone to google search for information at school, also 
[…] face book […and] sites […] such as […] Master maths [where] you [can] 
request an answer for any mathematics related question. (16-year-old girl, 
Eastern Cape)

While patterns of usage partially reflect limited access to smart phones and Internet, especially in rural areas, 
they also reflect learners giving priority to the use of mobile phones for non-educational purposes. In addition, 
there is clearly a need for more targeted information about relevant Internet sites and m-learning programmes. 

Mobile technology not only enabled young people to access information, but also to access resources and 
financial support for their education: 61% of all full-time learners and students had used a cell phone in the 
previous year to request money for fees or education-associated expenses like uniforms, books or food. 

Negative effects and abuse of cell phones in schools by learners and teachers 

Almost 70% of learners surveyed in South Africa reported negative impacts on their schoolwork in the past 12 
months. Negative impacts included: 

Class disruption from learners’ and teachers’ phones

Learners with basic phones reported cases where they or their friends pretended to go to the toilet or on an 
errand, when they wanted to answer a call. But the proliferation of smart phones in urban areas creates the 
potential for greater disruption:  

At times you find that you are in class but friends are busy sending you messages on WhatsApp 
and you are not concentrating. (16-year-old girl, peri-urban site). 

Many enrolled learners reported observing their teachers using a phone in lesson 
time. Some teachers went outside the classroom to make calls, while others simply 
told the class to be quiet and took calls in the classroom, causing learners and 
teachers to lose track of where they were in the lesson:  

[our maths teacher’s] phone rang … she came back and said she’d forgotten 
what she was saying so we must remind her …the call disturbed everything… 
she had to start at the beginning and the time was against us such that she 
could not finish the lesson.  (20-year-old youth, junior secondary school, urban 
site)  

Time on social network sites

The time that young people spend on the Internet was a common concern among teachers in the urban and peri-
urban sites. While only 35% of learners had been on social network sites in the last four weeks, 20% had spent 
two hours or more the last time they used a site (including 8% who had spent four hours or more).ii While many 
learners seem to recognise that lengthy interactions on these sites can be harmful, some still find the activity 
compulsive:  

I failed grade 11 because of the cell phone… I was just taking my books and put them next to me… 
I would be playing face book…  (18-year-old girl, urban site)

Disturbed sleep 

The availability of cheap late-night calls disrupts sleep patterns and reduces concentration in class. 
This affected 58% of learners surveyed and was considered a significant problem by 30%: 

I used to make an alarm to wake up at 12am … and call my friend using Vodacom night shift 
calls.  I would struggle to wake up in the morning to prepare myself to go to school.  (18-year-
old girl, urban site) 

Bullying, harassment and pornography

Over half of learners (55%) who had used a phone in the last 12 months had experienced unwanted, 
unpleasant or upsetting calls or texts, and 16.5% said this was a substantial problem.  In qualitative 
interviews, girls reported being pestered by schoolboys or older men, including teachers. There 
was also evidence of name calling and cruel gossip, often in the form of anonymous calls between 
protagonists of the same sex. Many respondents appear to suffer such attacks with little or no attempt 
at retaliation. Of particular concern is teachers’ access to learners’ cell phone numbers: 

Sometimes [teachers] call you and tell you that you are pretty and cute, and they the teacher 
would ask to touch the learner’s private parts. (17-year-old girl, peri-urban site).  

While there was no specific question on pornography in the survey, the distribution and viewing of sexually 
explicit content was widely reported by learners across the research sites – including occasional reports of 
sexting (sending and receiving sexually explicit photographs) amongst primary school learners.  

Financial costs, peer pressure and social exclusion

The use of mobile phones is itself costly, encouraging many learners to sacrifice food or books, or 
in some cases, ‘trade’ sexual favours. The survey also notes growing peer pressure to own smart 
phones, raising concerns about the potentially negative effects of social exclusion. In this regard, it is 
encouraging that there are efforts underway to lobby for a ‘social services’ register or portal providing 
free access to information and services from government and public benefit organisations.7 

Implications for policy and practice 
These findings underline the need to improve young people’s digital literacy skills, and support the responsible, 
accountable and ethical use of mobile phones by both learners and teachers. In 2010, the DBE issued 
comprehensive Guidelines on e-Safety in Schools8 which emphasise the positive benefits of using ICTs for 
education and recommend negotiating an acceptable use policy at all schools in order to ensure learners’ 
e-safety.  

The guidelines promote a whole school approach and recognise that effective implementation requires 
significant buy-in and support from departmental officials, school management, teachers, parents and caregivers, 
and young people themselves. What is not clear, however, is the extent to which they have been disseminated 
and what kinds of support have been put in place to ensure effective implementation on the ground.  

While schools are well placed to equip learners with digital literacy skills, educators, staff and management 
teams may need to rethink their approach. Many schools already have cell phone policies but these vary widely, 
and often focus only on the negative conduct of learners and not teachers, an issue that needs urgent attention. 
It would benefit youth if there were a more open and positive approach to exploring how mobile technology 
can be – and is being – used to supplement teaching and learning, rather than merely restricting or banning 
usage.   

It is extremely difficult to police the use of mobile phones, and it is therefore vital to equip young people to make 
informed choices so that they are able to negotiate the risks and use mobile phones responsibly both within 
and outside of the protected school environment. These efforts need to be formally integrated into the school 
curriculum and supported by age-appropriate materials that facilitate open discussion and develop learners’ 
critical thinking and problem-solving skills. While the Department of Telecommunications and Postal Servicesiii is 
currently running workshops for senior high school learners, the reach and impact of the campaign is not clear. 
In addition, these efforts need to start early in order to address incidents of sexting in primary school and the 
high rates of school dropout from grade 10.  

Incidents of cyberbullying, sexting and sexual harassment are clearly cause for concern, yet many children do 
not fully understand and appreciate the seriousness and consequences of their actions. It is therefore vital to 
educate learners, teachers and parents about the potential risks and consequences.9 It is also important to 
consider each case on its individual merits – and to adopt a constructive rather than punitive approach. 
This includes considering both the seriousness of the case and the circumstances of the child/children in order 
to establish what kind of help is needed. For example, referring children to support services such as Childlineiv 
and discussing the case with a guidance teacher, social worker or Childline counsellor in order to determine the 
most appropriate course of action.v

ii   This is not dissimilar to a finding in a study of nearly 1,600 learners in Nelson Mandela Bay, where 5.8% had spent over 4 hours a day online (CJCP & UNICEF (2013) Connected Dot Com: Young 
People’s Navigation of On-line Risks: P. 20.)

iii In collaboration with industry partners such as Google, the Film and Publication Board and Childline SA. 
iv  Childline offers counselling and support via their tollfree helpline (08000 55555) and on MXit and Facebook.
v  Further guidance is provided by the DBE’s Guidelines for the Prevention and Management of Sexual Violence and Harassment in Public Schools which sets out clear consequences ranging from 

verbal warnings to expulsion, dismissal and prosecution. 
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Finally, it is important to keep in mind that issues of poverty, inequality and violence are deeply 
ingrained in South Africa’s society and cannot be solved by educators and the DBE alone.  Interventions 
to address these broader societal challenges require a comprehensive approach, and collaboration 
and support from a range of partners at local and national level including: youth development 
organisations, faith-based organisations, local government (especially the South African Police 
Services and the Department of Social Development), community members,  local and national media, 
and industry providers. 

Specific recommendations
•	 Strengthen and support the implementation of the DBE guidelines in schools, including the 

negotiation of an Acceptable Use Policy (AUP) for cell phones that is linked to the code of conduct 
with clear consequences for abuse by learners and educatorsvi

•	 Scale up teacher training on digital literacy and ensure that teachers lead by example – this 
includes helping teachers to stay abreast of new developments so that they are able to guide 
leaners to act safely and responsibly 

•	 Integrate digital literacy across the curriculum – develop age-appropriate materials to raise 
awareness of the risks and support the responsible use of mobile technology, and improve the 
marketing of m-learning programmes to increase uptake by learners and out-of-school youth

•	 Promote youth voice, agency and ‘buy-in’ through information campaigns and participation 
in processes, policies and programmes designed to promote digital literacy and e-safety in schools 
and communities  

•	 Improve access and coverage, especially in rural areas,vii to promote uptake of m-learning 
opportunities and services through reduced costs or free data, and explore innovative ways to 
promote positive use and reduce disruptive effects 

•	 Raise public awareness about benefits, risks and resources and promote inter-generational 
dialogue through multi-media campaigns and public service announcements using celebrity 
champions targeting families and communities. 

Conclusion 
Young people need to be empowered to build on their own agency and develop age-appropriate skills 
to use mobile technology, in line with their evolving capacities.  This requires a careful balancing of 
their rights to protection and participation.  This includes creating opportunities for open and frank 
discussion – in families, schools, community fora and the media – so that young people are enabled 
and equipped to make informed choices and develop effective strategies to exploit the opportunities 
and navigate the risks associated with new technologies.10 Given the significant extent to which peer 
pressure defines how youth engage with mobile technology, it is critical that young people play an 
active, if not leading, role in the process of finding solutions. 

“Government, businesses and NGOs, please come talk to us … Can we think creatively 
about solutions? We need information and resources that are easy to access … would 
it be possible to have wifi at taxi ranks, bookstores, youth centres, community halls, 
schools, clinics, trains and bus shelters? That way we would all have cheap and fast 
access to the Internet ….  It would also help if you could put all the information about 
jobs, careers and further studies in a central place so it is easy for us to find what we 
are looking for.”11

Resources on digital literacy and e-safety 
DBE Guidelines on e-safety in schools 2010: Educating towards responsible, accountable and ethical use of ICT in education 
include sample mobile AUPs, ICT policies for primary and high schools, simple factsheets & e-safety guidelines on different 
media platforms, tools and content.  

The African Centre of Excellence for Information Ethics – toolkit available online for an Information Ethics curriculum at 
primary and high schools and communities, including facilitator, teacher and learner materials: www.up.ac.za/en/african-
centre-of-excellence-for-information-ethics/article/2109737/digital-wellness-toolkit.

E-safety and child protection online resources
Child Online Protection (COP) – collaborative network aligned with the United Nations’ International Telecommunications 
Union (ITU), provides guidelines for parents, teachers, media and policy makers: www.dtps.gov.za/key-programmes/child-
online-protection.html.

Cyberbullying. co. za – extensive resources for e-safety including age-appropriate lessons plans and guidelines, developed 
by the Centre For Justice And Crime Prevention (CJCP) with the DBE:  www.cyberbullying.org.za.

M-learning initiatives and resources 
Rethink Education – mobile chat interface delivering full science and maths curricula: www.rethinkeducation.co.za.

The Reach Trust – cost-effective mobile solutions on maternal health, early childhood development and high school 
education (including Learn2Earn, Ukufunda Virtual School, and LevelUp, a new learning platform to be launched in 2016: 
www.thereachtrust.org.

The FunDza Literacy Trust – interactive mobile site with books and stories for teens: www.fundza.co.za.

vi While some stakeholders endorse the call for a national policy framework to regulate mobile usage by learners and staff in schools, it is questionable whether and 
how legislation can or would be enforced.

vii Solar chargers are becoming more common in the Eastern Cape, even in remoter rural areas.
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