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This thesis interrogates how gender symbolism influences computer uptake among university students. It specifically sets out to establish male and female students’ perceptions of computers, to determine the gendered differences in computer meaning and value definition, and to assess the influence of meaning and value definition on students’ computer uptake. The research answers four questions: What perceptions and meanings do students have relating to computer? How are meanings formulated, shared and attached to computer uptake? How gendered is the manifestation of computer meaning? How do students’ meanings, as they relate to computers, influence their uptake? The main argument of this thesis is that gender influences students’ interactions with computers, and the resulting experiences affect values, interests, attitudes, perceptions, and thus meaning creation, and ultimately computer uptake. 

This study draws on the theories of Social Interactionsim (SI); Feminist Standpoint Theory (FST); Gender Symbolism (GS) as well as the Technology Acceptance Model (TAM), which is an information systems model to assess gender symbolism and computer uptake among students. It has adopted a mixed methods research approach, with an explanatory sequential research design
.  Both qualitative and quantitative data is collected on a complementary basis, but in two phases, starting with the quantitative, and then going on to the qualitative. Integration of data is done at the interpretation and discussion stage. Field work was conducted in Makerere University and Uganda Christian University. Two hundred and forty six students, selected following a scientific formula, and through a multi-stage sampling technique, were required to complete a structured questionnaire, and this provided the quantitative data. For the qualitative phase, six focus group discussions (FGDs) were conducted, followed by in-depth interviews with six students, key informant interviews with 14 non-student key informants (KIs), as well as documentary reviews and observations.  

Findings indicate that an overwhelming majority of 237 (96.7%) students perceive computers to be useful. However, the varying level of skills between male and female students influence their perceptions regarding ease of use. Findings further reveal that although end user training is provided in both universities, students perceive it as basic, and inadequate for computer supported learning. Findings also indicate that there is a strong relationship between students’ prior experiences and their current perceptions on computer ease of use, its usefulness, and on the three meanings indicated: computers as an academic tool, as a resource and as a personal tool. Altogether, these meanings created in regard to computers determine its uptake. Students create, attach and share meanings, both formally and informally, but it is the formal meanings that drive academic use, while the informal meanings, created mainly through peer support and sharing, described in this thesis as the cross-pollination of skills, drive the other uses, dearer to students, such as entertainment and communication. Cross pollination of skills reduces variations in computer usage between males and females, leading to the existence of both differences and similarities in their computer usage. Furthermore, students perceive the Internet and the computer as one and the same, and it is their desire to use the Internet that drives their use of the computer. 

The overall conclusion is that all students create the same computer meanings. However, gender influences how these meanings are attached to particular activities, and this in turn influences uptake. In addition, there are other factors, such as access to available computers, Internet connectivity and strategies relating to access and use, as well as level of skills, all of which influence and can explain the existing differences and similarities in students’ use of computers in a gendered way. Thus, by way of recommendation, both universities should provide more computers to allow students convenient and free practice.  Furthermore, they should provide better Internet connections as together these have the potential to promote equitable gender use.  Also important is that faster access to networked computers creates experiences that enhance academic meaning creation, and promote gender inclusive uptake, resulting in successful integration of computers as tools for student learning.  
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