
Hello and welcome to our presentation on digital inequalities.  My name is Jennifer
Carpenter and I am the Chief Technology Adviser for the state.  We are here to inform 
you about the digital divide, digital inequalities, and alternatives we can discuss to 
close the digital divide within disadvantaged communities within our state.

I will first discuss some definitions important to this presentation.  Then I will 
introduce the term digital inequalities, the effects, and the various types.  

Finally, and most importantly, we will address the inequalities found within our 
disadvantaged communities and will discuss possible alternatives to close the digital 
divide within them.
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The digital divide is the gap between individuals that use and/or have access to the 
internet and those who do not.  This division occurs among various groups of people.  
The elderly are less likely to have access than younger people; males more likely than 
females; and minorities less likely than others. The digital divide can be globally, 
within a specific population (nation), or democratically—those who do or do not use 
the technology (Hargittai, 2003).
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The digital divide was coined initially, but the term digital inequalities is becoming 
more mainstream.  It addresses the various reasons why there are inequalities and 
differences in access and use. 
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Digital inequalities explain more than just the differences between people—or the 
haves and have nots.  There a 5 forms of inequalities that Hargittai discusess in her 
paper, “The digital divide and what to do about it”.  I will discuss these on the next 
slide.
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So the five forms of inequalities include: Technical means for access, autonomy in 
use, skills, social support networks, and variation in use.

Technical means for access— this means having access to the computer itself, access 
to a reliable internet connection, attaining better hardware and software.  All of these 
things make it easier to access and use the internet more effectively. Lack of technical 
means could possibly be due to income or location

Autonomy in use—this means the ability to use the computer where and when you 
choose to.  It is easier for those individuals who have access at the home or work.  
Freedom of use results in improved experience.

Skills- Are they capable of using the internet effectively and efficiently.  Do the 
understand how to navigate and find the best possible resources?  Skills are a large 
part of being a successful internet user.

Social Support Networks—Can they seek help online to solve problems, and find 
resources.  Are there other people available to help when they get frustrated?  Having 
a support network with also allow individuals to be more successful during their time 
of use—wasting less time trying to navigate new sites and tools.  This improves 
efficiency. 

Variation in Use- What are people using the internet for? Job searching, skill 
enhancement, medical and consumer information, news, entertainment, etc.  This 
plays a big role in using the internet effectively.

(DiMaggio & Hargittai, 2001)
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This graph shows data of inequalities between genders between 1994 and 2001.  
Until recently (2001), men were much more likely to be internet users than women 
within the United States. (Note age 18 and over).
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This graph shows the inequalities between internet users by race within the United 
States between 1994 and 2001.  As you can see, there is still a gap between 
minorities.  Caucasians and Asian Americans showed the highest percentage of 
internet use, while American Indians and African Americans showed the least amount 
of use. Also, note this graph is for ages 18 and over. 
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Lastly, the graph shows inequalities between internet users in the United States 
based upon family income.  Once again the is between 1994 and 2001 and among 
those 18 and older.  This is a very predictable graph—those with a higher yearly 
income are more likely to be internet users than those with a lower income.  This is 
probably the largest inequality that we need to address today with the possible 
alternatives we have to suggest.
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One question you may be asking is, “Why is it important for us to address digital 
inequalities and close the digital divide?”

When the internet was first becoming mainstream it was thought to be a powerful 
tool for knowledge and information.  Policy makers thought it would become 
accessible to everyone, everywhere.  That has proven to be more complicated than 
initially thought.  
In some areas inequalities are being “exacerbated rather than ameliorated” 
(DiMaggio & Hargittai, 2001).

It is our job to help reduce these inequalities, so that information technology is truly 
a source of opportunity, for everyone, and not a reinforcement of privilege only for 
those who can afford, and accomplish use and understanding of the technology 
(Hargittai, 2003).
We must help to bring technology to those who are not privileged enough for it—if 
we cannot a greater divide will begin to form and segregate people.

Eszter Hargittai states. “Some have cautioned that the differential spread of the 
internet will lead to increasing inequalities benefiting those who are already in 
advantageous positions and denying access to better resources to the 
underprivileged” (Hargittai, 2003).   Those who have more experience and more 
exposure benefit more (Hargittai, 2003). 
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The rest of this presentation is going to address some possible alternatives we can 
put in place to reduce digital inequalities within our state.  

So the big question we will address now is: How can we help address and improve 
the digital inequalities seen within the disadvantaged communities in out state?
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The following seven options are alternatives, suggested by the State Superintendent 
of Public Instruction, that may work to close the digital divide that we see within 
disadvantaged communities around the state.  These alternatives each have pros and 
cons, but hopefully we can generate a plan to help close the digital divide within our 
disadvantaged communities.
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This is the first option we may put in place.  This is installing computers in all public 
libraries in the state and expand the hours when the computers are available.

PROS: All residents will have access to computers with internet access.  Access will be 
free and available.  Support networks may be available. May also have access to 
books, tapes, and videos within the library to supplement the technology. 

Cons: May be difficult or impossible to get to for some. Too expensive to travel there. 
We must ask how popular is the library these days? Will people be turned off from 
going there? How many computers will be available at a time—may not have enough 
for the many people who need them.

Any questions or comments on alternative #1? 
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Alternative two is to: Expand staffing and other resources so that public schools can 
be open to the public after normal school hours, on weekends, and during the 
summer months.

Pros include: Free access to computers and internet.  Locations will hopefully be 
centrally located and accessible through public transportation. Support staff available. 

Cons include: We do not know who would be entering the schools and we don’t 
know their backgrounds.  This could result in criminals entering the schools and being 
near children within the school.  Hours of operation will be limited due to school 
hours.  Some important sites may be blocked due to the districts firewalls/bans.  
Again, how many computers will be available at this time without hindering after 
school work by students. A question: How long can we afford to staff the after hours 
computer lab?

Does anyone have questions or comments regarding alternative #2?
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The third alternative is: Provide individuals in disadvantaged communities with 
computers.

Possible Questions: How do we choose the communities and the individuals or 
families that receive computers? What constitutes the disadvantaged? 

Pros include: No cost for the computer initially.  Hopefully these individuals or 
families can use the technology to find jobs, receive better education.  They will also 
become better at typing and word processing which can help them in other ways—
such as writing resumes and applications.

Cons include: Eventually will need to purchase security software and updates.  People 
receiving computers may not be able to afford internet.  Even with a computer and 
internet these individuals will need to gain the necessary skills to use the 
technology—will need some instruction and support network.  

Any questions or comments regarding alternative #3?
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The fourth alternative is to: Provide high-speed internet and mobile access for all 
state residents.

Pros include: There will be no cost for internet and it will be available in every home 
and business.  This will make access much easier. Individuals do not necessarily need 
a computer—they could use a mobile device. 

Cons include: Not everyone has the technology to use the internet. 

A large questions is: After the grant money runs out, will people be taxed to have free 
internet still?

Any other questions you can think of?  Or comments?
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The next alternative is to: Subsidize internet service providers to provide low-cost 
internet to all state residents.

Pros include: Internet will be low cost so many more people will be able to afford it.  
This will allow people to access many more online resources if they have the 
technology to do so.

Cons include: A portion of the population will still not be able to afford internet—it 
will not be a priority for them.  Not everyone has the technology to access cheaper 
internet.

Any questions or comments for alternative #5?
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The sixth alternative is to: Provide information literacy courses to enhance computer 
skills and enable knowledgeable use of digital technologies.

Pros include: Employment opportunities that get outsourced now could be given to 
Americans that now have the skills to use the technology.  Internet based 
employment options will be more achievable.  Education will be given to the 
underprivileged that cannot afford it normally.  Support systems will be available to 
help develop word processing skills, apply for jobs, and develop online skills.

Cons include: Not everyone will be able or want to attend courses.  Some people may 
work 2 or 3 jobs and have not time to commit to classes. A schedule must be 
developed and be distributed to everyone—changes in dates, times, etc. must also be 
communicated somehow.  

How beneficial will the courses be if they do not have technology at home or access 
once the classes are over?

Questions or comments for alternative #6?
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The final alternative provided to you by the State Superintendent is to: Develop free 
online educational content, giving first priority to content most relevant to lower 
socio-economic groups before content that is relevant to the rest of the public.

Pros include: Free educational information that will be easier to access and free.  
Varied educational content that will be beneficial to these communities specifically.

Cons include: This does not address those who do not have the technology or the 
internet access.  People would have to be able to afford the technology or the 
transportation to a location with computer and internet access.  Do these people 
have the skills to participate in online educational courses or use the resources?

Questions or comments regarding alternative #7?
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These are couple more alternative that we can discuss or use along with another 
alternative to better reach the disadvantaged communities.  

We could also develop community computer labs in these communities so 
transportation would not be as big of an issue.  These would need to have internet 
access and have security personnel to monitor use and possible misuse.  This would 
require staffing, but could also be a location that offers courses to teach online and 
other computer skills.  

Another option to bring the technology and internet access to these communities, is 
to have a computer mobile—much like a book mobile.  This is a bit outside the box 
but would be an interesting alternative to discuss and decide if it is doable.  This 
would align with some of the goals of the National Educational Technology Plan —
which hopes to develop and implement learning resources that can be accessed by 
learners anytime, anywhere (National Education Technology Plan, 2010). It will also 
allow greater opportunities for learners to access technology based educational 
content and resources (NETP, 2010). 
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I feel the weakest alternative is #7-- Free online educational content does not solve 
the lack of technology, internet access, skills, or knowledge.

The second weakest alternative is #3--Giving individuals computers does not result in 
internet access.  It does not prove that people would use them in a beneficial 
manner.  How would we choose who to give computers to?

The third weakest alternative is #5-- Subsidize internet service providers—good idea 
in theory, but it would still leave part of the population out. 

The fourth weakest alternative #2-- Expanding staff at public schools does not solve 
transportation issues, or address lack of knowledge and skills.  It would result it an 
influx of people into the already delicate public school setting—would background 
checks be mandatory?
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I personally feel the best alternative is #6– Provide information literacy courses to 
enhance computer skills.  This does not solve the lack of technology, but it will 
address their skills.  These courses will build a knowledge base and provide support 
networks that will make each use more effective and efficient.  If people really intend 
on using the computers and internet is a positive, beneficial manner this would be a 
great starting point for them. 

The second best alternative is #1- Expand computers in public libraries.  This is a 
realistic option.  We can work to get a larger quantity of computers in libraries and 
help develop better transportation so they can be utilized.  It would be nice to do 
this, as well as, offer the information literacy courses.

The third best alternative is #4- Not charging for internet could resolve many 
problems for low income families.  However, this will not address some other 
inequalities such as age and gender. This would be beneficial if individuals and 
families have technology devices to access the free internet.
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I feel the community computer labs and mobile computer labs could be incredibly 
beneficial.  They could be supplemental to another alternative to decrease 
transportation issues.  I would place these transportation alternatives along with the 
strongest options—Alternative numbers 6, 1, and 4.

Again the weakest alternatives are numbers7,3,5, and 2.
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To conclude this presentation I feel that:
Alone, these alternatives may not close the digital divide. However, through 
combining multiple alternatives and providing disadvantaged communities with both 
the resources, by means of computers or mobiles devices, and internet access, we 
can collaboratively help to close the digital divide and bring information literacy to 
these communities.

We may need to combine a couple of these options to get the needed resources, 
knowledge, and skills to those in need.  Then, hopefully, we can make a difference 
and close or at least shrink the digital divide—while recognizing and addressing 
additional inequalities.

Now, stakeholders, it is time for your opinions and for us to determine the best way 
to allocate the funds we have been given and to help close the digital divide.

Thank you.
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Here are some of the resources I used to research and present this information to 
you.  
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