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The Digital Divide

The digital divide is the gap that has been created between those who have access to technology, those who do not have access and those with limited access.  There are several factors that contribute to this gap which include poor areas, disadvantaged individuals, getting access to rural areas, and a simple lack of interest.  The poor not only includes poor areas of our country but also includes entire countries which makes the digital divide a global issue.  The disadvantaged includes the disabled, the unemployed, and the uneducated.  And finally, since some people are just resistant to change, they have no interest in joining the age of technology.

The major cause of the digital divide is access.  Although this is the major contributing factor, there are other factors that contribute which include the following:  cost of technology, access for the disabled, lack of skills, lack of education, lack of information, and lower-performance computers.  The cost of technology affects the poor areas and although the costs have come down significantly since the dawn of the internet, some perceive this as an “extra” or luxury that is not needed.  Access for the disabled is a concern because these individuals require special software and equipment in order to meet their needs.  Lack of skills, lack of education, and lack of information are all areas where education plays an important role in closing this gap.  And, lastly, some older, lower-performance computers do not support access to the internet (Wikipedia, 2007).

The big question before us now is, “What can we do to bridge the gap called the digital divide?”  Solutions to this problem are many.  First of all, there is legislation in place and some pending that address this issue.  One is the Telecommunications Act of 1996 which is a federal policy focusing on universal access to technology and telecommunications.  It includes programs such as Lifeline Assistance, Linkup America, and E-Rate.  Lifeline Assistance is a program in Alabama and Mississippi that provides families with income-based benefits get a phone by Cellularsouth.  Linkup America is a program in New Jersey that provides a discount for phone service to low-income families by Verizon.  E-Rate is a program that provides discounts on telecommunication costs to eligible schools.  Another area of legislation is the Technology and Education Training Act which is a bill that would provide businesses with a tax credit of up to $1,500 per employee for information-technology training.  People enrolled in non-degree programs would be eligible for the Hope Scholarship or Lifetime Learning tax credits (Servon, 2004).

Education is a key factor in providing a solution to the digital divide.  Community Technology Centers are cropping up all across the country in and attempt to increase availability and education in persistently poor populations.  Colleges and universities provide technology training to those enrolled in their programs.  Technology training in community education is on the rise.  This offers training at a reduced cost and offers classes at night so that those who work during the day can attend.  Secondary schools are also making an effort by adding computer labs to the schools and many have obtained technology grants to buy laptop computers for each student.  One such school is Auburn Junior High School.  In October of 2006, each student at AJHS was given a laptop computer.  This program is being piloted in the 9th grade and if successful, all students in grades nine through twelve will receive a laptop computer next year (Harvey, 2006).

The disabled are getting more assistance since the Americans with Disabilities Act was put in place.  Work stations have been adjusted to accommodate those with disabilities and there are many software programs to aid them as well.  There are programs to aid the visually impaired such as Jaws, a screen reader, and Openbook Ruby which helps people with low vision or no vision to scan printed text and then have it read back to them in synthetic speech.  Dragon Naturally Speaking is a voice-recognition software for people who do not have use of their hands; ie. paraplegics or quadriplegics.

Wireless technology is increasing the availability of the Internet to those who have computers equipped with a wireless card or other devices such as smart phones.  Cafes, libraries, and some cities have wireless connections.


In summary, access is the key component to bridging the digital divide but not the only component.  In her book, “Bridging the Digital Divide: Technology, Community and Public Policy”, Lisa Servon sums it up with this quote: “Ensuring universal access and coupling it with appropriate training and relevant content is the first step toward enabling all people to benefit from the information society” (Servon, 2004).
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