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CONNECTING THE YOUNG – THE OPPORTUNITIES OF ICT

Illiteracy is pathetic. True. But nothing can be more pathetic in this 21st Century than to have a person blossoming with the splendour of youthfulness who knows completely nothing about rolling a mouse, double clicking or hitting on the ‘qwerty’ keyboard. Not even to talk about what signing up, in or out means. A young person who has not yet joined the www and http world is nothing but a national disaster and an economic and educational liability for the country and one whose citizenship will benefit the country less in future.  
In medieval times, the king’s messengers were undoubtedly and indisputably the most privileged lot among the king’s subjects. They were the only group that knew most of the kingdom’s classified information. The king, as he aged and in dire need of random access memory boosting, needed the young blood whose information processing speed was nothing less than 2.60GHz.  Confidentiality was seriously undermined. Accuracy was by no means guaranteed. Invariably the messengers took advantage of the King’s lack of memory and manipulated the classified information to meet their extraneous needs. The invention of the printing press did not help matters either. But time was up for human data storage and transmission devices. Life would never be the same again with the proliferation of Information Communication Technology (ICT). 
Nothing mesmerizes the modern world than the magic ushered in by the Information Communication Technology (ICT) move. The natural tendencies of the youth to be fascinated by new things should make them to be geared to make strides in this new hi-tech world. Yet, being a world where resources and power are a monopoly of the old generation, there is need to give the young generation an opportunity to rise up into the new world and be connected with ICT. In this fast growing hi-tech world, young people cannot afford to stay put. Doing so would be suicidal to one’s ability to cope with the new ICT global order in which everything is going computerised. Everything? Absolutely!
The pervasiveness of ICT in all spheres of human life cannot be overemphasized. The youth who will mostly be in their career building stages of life should be the greatest beneficiary of ICT products and services. The internet’s on-line learning is one such invaluable ICT service. Malawian youth, it should be admitted, face a great challenge in developing their careers in the most optimal way. Educational opportunities in Malawi are disturbingly limited. The menu is monotonous too. More often than not, career choices are not made but one gropes in the dark and finally seizes the next available convenient alternative irrespective of personal abilities and natural predispositions. Such a career is unlikely to hit the optimum self-actualisation apex.  ICT through on-line learning can increase the career choices of young people and afford them with an opportunity to venture into exciting and rewarding careers which may otherwise take years before being incorporated into the traditional Malawian education system. 
Further, the very essence of learning, as can be captured by from the basic definition of learning, necessitates that one acquires only the most relevant and up-to-date knowledge. The traditional form of source of information for this purpose has been through published and printed works.  To acquire a hard copy of a book or journal is an inordinately protracted process and one which is ill-suited in this fast moving age where every minute counts. Yet young people need the latest information in their academic and career development endeavours. By just double clicking on the internet icon, one can have all the information they need instantly. No orders or invoices are involved. It’s just a matter of seconds and the whole book, journal or article with immense information is before you on your screen. Google does it magically, if one is not sure of the specific websites.
Soft copy materials are not only user-friendly but also less voluminous. A voluminous book can be kept on a single compact disk or indeed, to move with technology, a memory stick. Enormous information that needs a lot of shelves placed over hundreds of square metres can thus be carried in one’s trouser or shirt pocket ready to be used at any time. No need to travel to the nearest library and burden your fingers flipping through a thousand pages to get the information one needs. How exciting learning can be with the whole Oxford Library collection on a student’s personal computer! Learning is made simple yet more effective than ever as the youth develop into fruitful citizens.    
Not only must the youth be introduced and sufficiently connected to the ICT world for purposes of coping with the new computer world. The gist of the matter lies in the fact that there are a thousand plus new worlds within the realm of ICT which have not yet been exploited, let alone discovered. The now aging generation which has fathomed out most of the ICT products and services may not live long enough to seize the opportunity of exploring such new ICT dimensions. Actually they need not live long. The challenge falls squarely on young people. Yet for such a responsibility to be meaningfully exploited there is need for the youth to fully appreciate the present stage of ICT, its merits and defects. Only then can the youth contribute significantly to the exploration of new ICT dimensions.  

Entrepreneurship among the youth has thrived in countries where young people are introduced to ICT products at a tender age. The case of Taiwan is one good example where young people are actively involved in ICT products and service inventions and modifications. Further, the same helps them to venture into other fields of economic benefits. Malawi suffers from a serious lack of entrepreneurial spirit among its populace, especially young people. Exposing young people to ICT may swiftly change the mindset of young people. An entrepreneurial culture can thus be created. 

As technology overtakes the orthodoxal ways of transacting business, the youth must be given an opportunity to move with technology. The Malawian youth must be kept abreast with the ever-changing ICT trends lest we find ourselves in a situation whereby we cannot manoeuvre effectively on the global plane and fall victim to ICT‘s natural selection. One can hardly appreciate the thrilling Windows XP and its exciting Office 2003 or indeed Windows Vista if he has no experience whatsoever of how it was like working with Windows 95 or Office 95. Neither can such a person devise meaningful alterations or perfections to the same let alone devise a new operating system when he knows absolutely nothing about the existing or previous versions. Those who first had the famous Nokia 5210 thought they were at the helm of technology. Then, yes! Yet with time, they were far from it. More niceties were yet to come and coming they did. Telecommunication would never be the same again. Yet we are not there. There is no limit to the dimension in ICT product and service modifications and inventions. We may never be there but we must always be on the move and no person is better placed to lead the move than young people as knowledge is passed on from one generation to another. Who knows what the next Bill Gates will surprise the world with and that the Warm Heart of Africa would proudly produce one such? 
As the world becomes more de-polarised and transforms into one global village, young people must be sufficiently oriented with ICT to manoeuvre on the global plane. A terminal on your desk with proper dial-up sequence or, better still, a modern mobile phone handset, basically puts all the six continents and beyond right at the tip of your finger. A single click and you are at the New York stock exchange and are able to appreciate the international business trends.

The world is being united by one language and that is ICT. One need not be a sociologist to appreciate that language is easily and effectively learnt during adolescence. By exposing young people to the ICT age, Malawi will be teaching her future leadership a language that will never be forgotten but will be passed from one generation to another.
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