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Dividing

Lines

Researchers say certain types of students are
not getting the high-tech experiences they need.

t first glance, it’s tempting to conclude
that the digital divide is closing,
declare victory, and move on to other
priorities.

Indeed, some policy analysts—such
as Adam D. Thierer, an economist at
the Heritage Foundation in Washing-

ton—are making such overtures. They argue that
even social and demographic groups that were clearly
on the wrong side of the divide just a few years ago
are no longer as digitally disenfranchised as some
technology experts say.

For example, schools in high-poverty communities
have one computer for every 5.3 students, just
slightly higher than the national average of 4.9, ac-
cording to Market Data Retrieval, a Shelton, Conn.,
firm that tracks those numbers.

Beneath such figures, though, far different pictures
emerge, and they show continuing disparities in ac-
cess to high-quality technologies and serious in-
equities in how technology is used for different
groups of students.

This year’s Technology Counts looks beneath the
statistics, such as student-to-computer ratios, to shed
some light on why specific groups of students are still
losing out and what might be done to bridge the gaps.
Writers for this report looked specifically at the fol-
lowing groups: students from poor families, minority
children, girls, low achievers, students learning to
speak English, children with disabilities, and young-
sters who live in rural areas.

With poor children, student-to-computer ratios
belie huge gaps when it comes to Internet access, ac-
cording to the U.S. Department of Education. In
schools where fewer than 11 percent of students
qualify for federally subsidized lunches, for example,
74 percent of classrooms have Internet access. On the
other hand, in schools where 71 percent or more stu-
dents are living in poverty, only 39 percent of class-
rooms are connected to the Internet.

While a school’s poverty rate is a strong predictor
of how much Internet access it offers its students,
money isn’t the only factor that is drawing dividing
lines.

According to a study by researchers at Vanderbilt
University in Nashville, Tenn., white students—
even when income is taken into account—were
more than twice as likely to have access to home com-
puters as black students are. Even the white
students who didn’t have home computers were
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more likely to log on to the Internet at other locations
than their black peers who didn’t have access at
home.

Is It Digital Discrimination?

But why are some groups losing out? Is it digital
discrimination, personal preference, or a combination
of factors that leaves some students on the wrong
side of the divide?

Those questions arose time and again when Tech-
nology Counts examined why so few girls are en-
rolling in technology-related courses, such as com-
puter networking, that can lead to relatively
high-paying jobs straight out of high school. And only
15 percent of the students taking the Advanced
Placement exam for computer science last year were
girls, according to the New York City-based College
Board, which sponsors the AP tests taken by many
top college-bound students.

Some gender-equity advocates suggest that subtle
forms of diserimination, such as beliefs that girls are
not well-suited for technology jobs, are discouraging
them from even taking technology courses. Others
say it’s likely the small number of girls in technology-
related classes has more to do with different prefer-
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ences than anything else, and it would be a mistake
to pressure girls to enter technical fields when their
interests lie elsewhere.

This year’s Technology Counts also found that, in-
side classrooms, teachers are making decisions that
could be contributing unintentionally to the digital
divide.

A growing body of research shows, for example,
that teachers tend to infuse technology into lessons
much less with low-achieving students than with
high achievers. -

Many teachers say they would like to integrate
more technology into classes for lower achievers, but
the realities of teaching make it difficult. With tight
time constraints, such as 45-minute periods in many
high schools, some teachers feel they have to forgo
technology use to make sure they cover the pre-
scribed curriculum—a more time-consuming task
with students who have weaker skills or less motiva-
tion.

Similar difficulties often lead teachers of bilingual
students to limit the use of technology in their
classes, too, according to advocates for students who
are still learning English.

“What we found is there was very little use by
[those] students of computer labs, either because the
teacher didn’t take them or their schedule was full,
or there wasn’t a bilingual person to assist students
in the lab,” says Jane E. Lopez, a lawyer for Multi-
cultural Education, Training, and Advocacy Inc., a
Boston nonprofit organization that monitors services
for students with limited English skills. “When
schools put money into these labs and say, ‘All kids
benefit, that'’s not necessarily the case.”

Legal Battles

Advocates for students with special needs say
schools must be aware of technological inequities and
take steps to fill the gaps. And if schools ignore the
problem, parents might turn to the courts for help.

In Oregon, for example, a group of parents filed a
lawsuit in 1999 against the state, arguing that
their children with learning disabilities were not per-
mitted to use technology tools when they took stan-
dardized state tests. As part of a settlement reached
this year, Oregon students with such disabilities are
now allowed on a case-by-case basis to use spell-
checking software, dictation machines, and other
technology tools to help them when taking state
exams.

For some students, though, it’s not a question of
academic motivation, how well they speak English,
or whether they have a disability. Rather, they're
finding themselves on the wrong side of the digital
divide simply because they live in remote rural
areas. Their schools are struggling with what tech-
nology experts call the “last mile” problem.

Simply put, it’s too costly for telecommunications
companies to lay the fiber-optic cable necessary to
run high-speed Internet lines into those communi-
ties, because there are just not enough customers. As
a result, in some rural communities, slow Internet
lines mean it takes up to half an hour to download a
few e-mail messages.

Still, many school districts—in rural as well as
urban areas—are building the infrastructure neces-
sary to infuse more technology into their classrooms,
says Steven A. Sanchez, the director of curriculum,
instruction, and learning technologies for the New
Mexico education department.

At the same time, he says, a “learning divide” is
evolving—one in which concerns about differences in
access to current communications technologies are
being replaced by worries that some educators are
using technology wisely and efficiently while others
are not.

The problem, Sanchez says, goes “way beyond a
lack of machines.” ~THE EDITORS

T;\is special publication &
from the Harvard Edycation 3
Letter features articles and
essays that discuss the
rewards and challenges of
integraung technology into
schools. The Digital Classroom

also includes short editorials

by technology experts, educa-

RO TISHRGIGY 5 CHRMDING:
THE WAY WE VEACH ANQ:LEREM

THE DngTAL
ASSRGOM

tors, and cultural critics about
the role and impact of tech-

nology in schools.

$21.95 paperback ¢ 184 pp.
ISBN 1-883433-070X

The power of

innovation.

Bring one-on-one
teaching vo any music
classroom. Fifteen keyboards

and one instructor anit are
intesfaced with a powerful soft-
ware program. No longer chained to
playing accompaniments, teachers control the
flow of lessons by remote control.

Everyone benefits.

Music In Education means happier students,
i better music programs, quicker mastery and
improved scholastic ts. Students don’t get
lost in a sea of competing sound, nor wait their
turn to use an instrument.

Classes become times of discovery,
creativity and conceptual learning.

New advanced features!
The new MIE-2XG d now
provides more than 400 timbral voices

and thousands of rhythms.

Lesson management is even more
intuitive with bold graphics,
recognizable icons and simple
information retrieval.

MAY 10, 2001

Music IN EDUCATION

I,

Call 1-800-253-8490 for a

leaching music in the key of “Geee!”

Hundreds of songs can be
customized for voices, transposition and
tempo. Complete teacher
training and support are provided.

Proven success.

Over 6 million students in 2000 schools
have found success through Music In
Education. This proven
system enjoys the accolades of teachers,
ad:ininistmtors, parents and students nation-
wide.

Music In Education brings music to their
Lives.

o

brochure
and demonsiration CD.
Your school will never be the same.

(e

EDUCATION WEEK 13

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.




