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Introduction


Sapon-Shevin (2003) defined, “Inclusion is about social justice. Inclusion demands that we ask, ‘What kind of a world do we want to create and how should we educate students for that world?’” To become a thriving diverse society an adaptable solution is necessary to close the digital divide with digital inclusion. The digital divide is not just about having access to the internet and technology; it is about how people utilize it. Digital inclusion is about having access to construct social capital while obtaining the available universal knowledge. 


It is theorized that the digital divide is creating a gap of knowledge for our nation; therefore inequities exist between those who have and those who have not. Examples of digital divide include technological literacy, quality of technology, and access (Bargh & McKenna, 2004; Compaine, 2001; Eamon, 2004; The Henry J. Kaiser Family Foundation, 2004; ISTE Policy Brief, 2008). The rapid changes in technology and digital access software and hardware have continued and created new divides for our educational system within our schools. Davis et al. (2007) stated, “Digital equity is defined as equal access and opportunity to digital tools, resources, and services to increase digital knowledge, awareness, and skills” (p. 1). The following will attempt to demonstrate and support digital inclusion/equity as an ongoing social movement through this historical research paper.

The History

Computers first became part of society in the mid-twentieth century, and were not considered to be a problem of exclusion or inaccessibility. Due to the fact the personal computer and the  was not only expensive, but a futuristic figment. This changed with The High Performance Computing Act which passed on December 9, 1991 enabling mass internet access in the United States to become a possibility. In the Fall of 1990 there were approximately 313,000 computers online throughout the United States, and by 1996 that number exploded to 10 million (Campbell-Kelly and Aspray, 1996). Bulger (2007) reported, 

“In the latter half of the 1990s the internet phenomena captured the imagination of many. The internet was what the railroad, the automobile, and the telephone were in their respective eras. The internet was a revolution, and it was going to change the economy, communication, society, and create an ever-shrinking planet. The internet was thought to be so full of possibilities that anyone who was left out of the revolution was doomed to a life of unconnected alienation, missed opportunity, and information poverty, while those basking in the glow of a Yahoo! flashing computer screen were thought to be sophisticated, chic, and informed individuals making a prudent choice by getting connected. Nobody, it was thought, should be deprived of the internet, its alternative plane of existence (cyberspace), and the endless possibilities of its infinite human network.”

The internet was and is considered a free space to find information, to meet, to role play, to educate, to communicate, and to level the playing field for all people. 

The Moment

Today, the internet holds no knowledge boundaries as it was in existence as a place, and readily accessible for those able to access it. Digital inclusion becomes defined as those who have gained access via the internet and the social capital consequences surrounding those who do not have access. Couldry (2003) hypothesized that the digital divide is not only about access it is about how the internet is used and the ethics surrounding the policies created for universal access, digital inclusion. 

If these technological resources were considered too expensive, it showed access inequities to those who should have the ability to utilize the universal knowledge available to them. Most colleges and workplaces consider it a necessity to use a computer effectively for word processing, and email. In one recent study, 87 percent of United States citizens said “using technology effectively” is a very significant proficiency for youth to have in the 21st century (Henry J. Kaiser Family Foundation, 2004). 

The Key Focus

Disproportionate technology access and use not only emulate patterns of community stratification, but can prolong and even amplify inequalities amid these groups (Eamon, 2004). Technology usage would provide a way for K-12 students to access an unlimited amount of information, build knowledge making skills, and provide communication paths between schools and students’ family members. 

The Economic and Statistics Administration, & National Telecommunications and Information Administration (2000) study discussed where internet use gaps exist and the reflective demographics for individuals. These demographic populations who reportedly had less prevalent internet access included Blacks, Latinos, low socioeconomic status, people with disabilities, rural households, no college education, people over 50 years old. As of August 2000, 41.5% of the Nation’s 105 million households, or 43.6 million homes, had internet access (Economic and Statistics Administration, & National Telecommunications and Information Administration, 2000). 

The importance of technology within the United States workforce reflected in Fairlie et al. (2006) study stated, “For those workers with a college degree, 85 percent of employees used a computer at work with 74 percent utilizing the internet. Even among high school graduates who did not attend college, 43 percent use a computer at work and 27 percent use the internet (Fairlie et al., 2006). The majority of households with a computer had a 7.7 percent higher enrollment in schools and graduate from high school than those without a computer (Fairlie et al., 2006).

Globally, the United States has fallen behind other industrial countries through the way in which consumers may access the internet and the costs associated with it. One third of the households within the United States do not have access to the internet, and out of the two-thirds which do have access only half have broadband service (Kohlenberger, 2007). Broadband would provide the means and thus transform the way in which education may occur for rural and inner-city youth. Bridging the gaps with broadband connection would create a cultivated means of learning for the United States. Students schooling could be solely based upon universal knowledge available online rather than on the current socioeconomic hierarchal educational methods used today. Thus, the higher levels of education would provide economic vitality.

“The assumption that education already is using technology widely is unfounded. Despite federal, state and local investment in technology and Internet connectivity, most schools still use technology sparingly, rather than as a critical component of all educational operations. Right now, 100 million Americans have broadband access, 219 million Americans use cell phones and the personal computer penetration rate is 73 percent. To a wireless nation, which relies on technology for ordinary tasks and extraordinary achievements, it is shocking and inconceivable—but true—that technology is marginalized in the complex and vital affairs of education” (p. 3)

Factors Leading to the Change

Social capital and the importance of the internet were introduced in the report from Ferrigno-Stack et al. (2003). This report utilized previous research which continued the documentation of the stratum of inequalities within United States citizens’ socioeconomic and geographic demographic status. Larry Irving, former director of the National Telecommunications and Information administration (NTIA) recommended how digital access can facilitate reading skills, employment opportunities, orchestrate creativity, access to college, and increase overall youth vitality. These important digital access learning opportunities needed appropriate technological resources and knowledgeable educators to teach school youth. 

Ferrigno-Stack et al. (2003) recognized inequality was not only digital access; it was part of socioeconomic and racial stratification. The internet would level this stratification with unrestricted results, permitting more people to broaden their knowledge via the universal network. Digital access would be a vital part of the global economy determining how the United States can compete, and provide citizens with an ideal livelihood. The ideal livelihood included enhanced social capital through the establishment of online social networks. These networks decreased the social stratification found offline; however, if some United States citizens are denied access, the delineation would continue to prosper. 

Television and telephones were instrumental to the development of social capital during the middle of the twentieth century; today’s youth considered digital access a vital tool according to Bargh & McKenna’s (2004) article. Internet access provided youth with a medium to learn from universal knowledge and to share it through communication (i.e., email, blogs, and text messages). The internet transformed communication access which allowed relationship development without the interpersonal physical characteristics. Rather than the internet being a solitary experience it was considered a means to introduce, increase and strengthen ties with friends and family.

Pruijt (2002) claimed the internet provided an environment for a flat organized society rather than a hierarchal one. Social capital was increased when individuals recognized the power of the internet’s collective action, rather than solving problems on an individual level. The internet was a place of networks with no membership required, instead it proliferates cooperation between individuals. This being said, this article employed the importance of the internet being accessible to everyone for information propagation, and not just for the elite.

Digital Divide Challenges

Based upon DiBello (2005) research K-12 students who were technologically savvy had improved the educational opportunities, and better future employment and earnings. However, one of the greatest challenges facing the digital divide was the schools and educators’ resources. Educators had to weigh the importance of technology in the classroom or the focus of high-stakes standard preparation; governmental policies weighed the importance upon the latter. K-12 educators felt technology increased and did not help with their respective workloads. Home access to the internet via computers challenged how educators were able to help students learn from technology. 

Low-income students who faced issues with college access paralleled those K-12 students who were unable to have significant internet access according to Vengas (2007). In fact, low-achieving, high-income students would attend college over a high-achieving low income student. Lack of resources and outdated technology were represented at the public institutions; whereas, private schools provided multiple computers with broadband connections for their students. Students of color with a low level socioeconomic status were represented within the majority of the public schools in comparison to the White and Asian Pacific Islander students at the private institutions. 

Vengas (2007) provided stories from high school seniors from low-income schools and their experiences with college access. Many of the students shared the frustrations with the amount of time provided in school for internet access; resources and training available from educators; quality of internet/technology access to complete tasks; and frustrations with online university resources. Many public institutions did not allow students access to their public email accounts due to liabilities which surrounded school technological equipment usage. Even when a public school system reportedly offered computer internet access, it does not mean the resources are of appropriate quality and readily available to all students. 

Actors Involved in the Change Today


As with all social movements, digital equity remains to be a fluid process of social justice. Governmental policy has seemingly continued to widen the divide instead of an instituted significant nationwide change. The following organizations have collaborated towards digital equity via instituted proposed government policy: State Educational Technology Directors Association (SETDA), the International Society for Technology in Education (ISTE) and the Partnership for 21st Century Skills. In ISTE’s 2007 report, A National Consideration of Digital Equity (Davis et al. 2007), details five strategies for schools and districts to address these challenges:

“Legitimize the significant role culture plays in students’ educational experience; Continue to challenge perceptions about the role of technology in education; Encourage others to recognize the critical link between technology professional development and classroom practice; Create opportunities for students to access technology outside of the classroom; and Continue to seek funding for technology in spite of challenges” (pp. 11–13).

If the U.S. government would move forward in directing the wave of digital inclusion, many of the inequities within our community would cease to exist.

Conclusion

In conclusion, understanding the impact of digital inclusion through a social justice lens will give voice to the marginalized individuals and communities who are currently unable to utilize information and communication technologies. As the first generation to grow up with the internet starts to enter the larger world, we will undoubtedly learn more about the effects of the digital divide and see new directions for federal policy. As stated in the Morino Institute (2001) report, 

“The real opportunity before our society is to lift our sights beyond the goal of expanding access to technology and instead focus on applying technology to achieve the outcomes we seek: tangible and meaningful improvements in the standard of living of families who are now struggling to rise from the bottom rungs of our economy” (p. 4).

Educational institutions, businesses, governmental agencies, and social networks utilizing online communication and technology to perform daily tasks are insurmountable to even imagine today. It is not just about digital equity it is about social equity. Therefore, the digital divide is not just about having access to the internet and technology; it is about all people having access to the available universal knowledge. 
References

Bargh, J. A., & McKenna, K. Y. A. (2004). The internet and social life. Annual Review of Psychology (55): 573-590. 

Bulger, K. (2007, April 12). “A brief history of the digital divide.” CTC VISTA Project. Retrieved on September 30, 2008 from http://www.ctcvista.org/node/717.

Campbell-Kelly, M. & Aspray, W. (2004). Computer: A history of the information machine. Boulder, CO: Westview Press.

Compaine, B. (Ed.). (2001). The digital divide: Facing a crisis or creating a myth? Cambridge, MA: MIT Press. 

Couldry, N. (2003). Digital divide or discursive design? On the emerging ethics of information space. Ethics and Information Technology (5): 89–97. 

Davis, T., Fuller, M., Jackson, S., Pittman, J., & Sweet, J. (2007). A national consideration of digital Equity. Washington, D.C.: International Society for Technology in Education. (http://www.iste.org/digitalequity)

DiBello, L. (2005, Spring). Are we addressing the digital divide? Issues, access and real commitment. Childhood Education. 

Eamon, M. K. (2004). Digital divide in computer access and use between poor and non-poor youth. Journal of Social and Social Welfare (31)2: 91-112. 

Economic and Statistics Administration, & National Telecommunications and Information Administration. (2000). Falling through the net: Toward digital inclusion. Washington, DC: U.S. Department of Commerce. 

Fairlie, R. W., London, R. A., Rosner, R., & Pastor, M. (2006). Crossing the Divide: Immigrant youth and digital disparity in California. Santa Cruz, CA: University of California - Center for Justice, Tolerance, and Community. 

Ferrigno-Stack, J., Robinson, J. P., Kestnbaum, M., Neustadtl, A., & Alvarez, A. (2003). Internet and society: A summary of research reported at WebShop 2001. Social Science Computer Review (21)1: 73-117. 

ISTE Public Policy Brief. (2008, July). “Technology and student achievement: The indelible link.” Retrieved on October 12, 2008 from http://www.iste.org/.

Kohlenberger, J. (2007). Universal affordable broadband for all Americans: How to modernize universal service for the 21st century and connect Americans to a new era of digital opportunity. Evanston, IL: Benton Foundation. Retrieved on May 24, 2008 from http://www.digitaldivide.net/comm/docs/files/445.pdf. 

Morino Institute. (2001, July). “From access to outcomes: Raising the aspirations for technology initiatives in low-income communities.” Retrieved on October 12, 2008 from http://www.morino.org/divides/report.pdf.

Mossberger, K., Tolbert, C. J., & Stansbury, M. (2003). Virtual inequality: Beyond the digital divide. Washington, DC: Georgetown University Press. 

Pruijt, H. (2002). Social capital and the equalizing potential of the internet. Social Science Computer Review (20)2: 109-115. Retrieved on May 24, 2008 from http://ssc.sagepub.com/cgi/content/abstract/20/2/109. 

Sapon-Shevin, M. (2003). Inclusion: A matter of social justice. Educational Leadership, 61, pp. 25-28. Retrieved on October 11, 2008 from http://pdonline.ascd.org/pd_online/inclusiveclassroom/el200310_saponshevin.html.

State Educational Technology Directors Association (SETDA), the International Society for Technology in Education (ISTE) and the Partnership for 21st Century Skills. (2007). “Maximizing the impact: The pivotal role of technology in a 21st century education system.” Retrieved on October 12, 2008 from http://www.setda.org/c/document_library/get_file?folderId=191&name=P21Book_complete.pdf.

The Children’s Partnership. (2005). Measuring digital opportunity for America’s children: Where we stand and where we go from here. Washington, DC: Author. 

The Henry J. Kaiser Family Foundation. (2004). Children, the digital divide, and federal policy. Washington, DC: Author. 

Venegas, K. M. (2007). The internet and college access: Challenges for low-income students. American Academic (3)1: 141-154. 

Digital Divide    PAGE   \* MERGEFORMAT 1

