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Internet access is no longer a luxury item in the United States’ educational system.  By the fall of 2000,  98 percent of public schools in the United States were connected to the Internet.  This increase in access has been aided by allocation of funds through the Education rate (E-rate) program.
  As of February 2001, $5.8 billion had been committed to school and library applicants throughout the country.  Substantial progress has also been made on “digital inclusion”;households with Internet access have doubled in less than two years, the number of citizens online has tripled in 20 months to 120 million, and rural and lower income households are now making gains.

In spite of these advances, however, the issues related to access continue to contribute to the digital divide.This is true partially as a result of the fact that programs often do not go beyond providing computers and telephones  to homes  and schools .  “Access” only begins with the acquisition of hardware and software; an individual’s use of these systems requires education and motivation, as well as access.  

In thinking about this issue, however, it is important to remember that no single factor is solely responsible for the remaining digital divide in the United States In fact, the digital divide reflects many factors, including contextual issues, such as social, economic, cultural and educational inequalities. Fortunately,  numerous programs are already underway to address these problems by promoting the availability of quality and affordable hardware and software; developing national standards for integrating technology into the classroom; enhancing the technical and educational capacity of teachers; and,creating student-centered educational content to encourage learners.

No Child Left Behind (www.ed.gov/inis/nclb/partx.html)

As part of President George W. Bush’s “No Child Left Behind” initiative, which is designed to enhance education through technology, more money is being allocated to schools for technology, paperwork is being reduced, the purchase of Internet filters iare approved use of  fund, the allocation of funds is being done more efficiently by states, , and matching funds are being provided to establish Community Technology Centers in high poverty areas.

This effort is supported by much more than financial resources, however  The National Educational Technology Goals  as outlined by the U.S. Department of Education (www.ed.gov/Technology/elearning/index.html) are key to implementing President Bush’s vision:

Goal 1:  All students and teachers will have access to information technology in their classrooms, schools, communities, and homes.

Goal 2: All teachers will use technology effectively to help students achieve high academic standards.

Goal 3: All students will have technology and information literacy skills.

Goal 4:  Research and evaluation will improve the next generation of technology applications for teaching and learning.

Goal 5: Digital content and networked applications will transform teaching and learning. 

Public-Private and Federal-State-Local Educational Partnership

Driving the implementation of the National Educational Technology Goals  is an informal coalition of many different U.S. groups, including federal, state, and local governments; the educational system; nonprofit organizations and associations; the private sector; communities; and parents. 

One of the important lessons from experience in the United States is that there is an imperative for leadership: the use of technology in education must be a national priority, as well as a priority for states, towns, schools and families.  The U.S. experience has demonstrated that technology integration must be at the core of the educational experience. In the United States, a national consensus has emerged, and numerous initiatives have been launched, around this priority.

In schools and workplaces, teenage volunteers are guiding their older colleagues through the technical landscape.  An excellent example is “Generation www.Y,” which is a national student computer training program started by teenagers and supported by a grant from the U.S. Department of Education (www.genyes.org/genwwwy).  The program promotes reverse mentoring by sixth through twelfth-graders. The students take a semester-long course that trains them to tutor their teachers on incorporating technology in the classroom.  Seventy-five thousand students at 500 schools have participated over the past five years, with remarkable results in both teacher and student achievement.

Technological Use, Overcoming Barriers and U.S. Education

The reason why programs such as Generation www.Y are so important, is because it addresses an area that is often left out of digital divide programs—education. One could argue that the most important lesson learned in the United States in this area is that technology should not be provided in isolation, but rather as an integral component or tool for learning and communications within the context of academic subject areas.  Computers work best as an adjunct to–not a replacement for–traditional classroom education..  A student’s connection with a knowledgeable teacher on a personal level is still largely what distinguishes a great education from a merely adequate one.

In the past, many policymakers in the Americas have focused on the availability of technology in public schools and classrooms.  While this continues to be an important aspect of the digital divide, a survey of U.S. teachers highlights other barriers to making real use of computers in the classroom: 
	1. Lack of release time for teachers to learn/practice/plan ways to use computers or the Internet
	82%

	2. Lack of time in schedule for students to use computers in the classroom
	80%

	3. Not enough computers
	78%

	4. Lack of good instructional software
	71%

	5. Lack of support regarding ways to integrate technology into the curriculum
	68%

	6. Inadequate training opportunities
	67%

	7. Outdated, incompatible, or unreliable computers
	66%

	8. Lack of technical support or advice
	64%

	9. Concern about student access to inappropriate materials
	59%

	10. Internet is not easily accessible
	58%

	11. Lack of administrative support
	43%




Teacher Preparation, Adult Training, and the Student-Centered Approach

ADVANCE \d4To  address the lack of teacher training in using technology in their classrooms, the U.S. Department of Education has instituted a program called “Preparing Tomorrow’s Teachers to Use Technology”(PT), which is designed to support and reward innovation in teacher capacity building (www.ed.gov/offices/OPE/PPI/teachtech). Through grants to teacher training colleges and similar institutions, the program seeks to develop future teachers who know how to use  IT to improve student learning. The dual focus of the program is the integration of technology into the curriculum and the application of “student-centered” learning in the classroom.
ADVANCE \d4Similar methods that have been employed recently in Latin America and the Caribbean are reporting excellent results with adult students – a group that research has shown to be much less successful in achieving comfort and skill with computers than teenagers and children.  Rather than teaching the use of computers or software packages, programs run by the University of Miami’s Dante B. Fascell North-South Center have focused on using computer tools within the daily tasks of teachers in the Dominican Republic, artisans in Peru, and new entrepreneurs in Brazil (www.artisanenterprisenetwork.org).  This approach is a departure from traditional programs that attempt to teach “computer literacy” and skills for using hardware and software.

ADVANCE \d4NETS Educational Standards for Students and Teachers

ADVANCE \d4Perhaps one of the most important  projects related to the digital divide underway in the United States is a public-private effort to create and implement national standards for students and teachers in the use of technology in the classroom.  The best known of these efforts is the National Educational Technology Standards Project (NETS).

ADVANCE \d4The primary goal of NETS, which is being developed by the International Society for Technology in Education (ISTE), is to enable stakeholders in Pre-K-12th grade education to develop national standards for educational uses of technology that facilitate school improvement in the United States.
 The NETS Project has defined standards for students, integrating curriculum technology, support, and standards for student assessment and evaluation of technology use.  A full set of standards for students, teachers, and administrators has been developed, and the tools to train teachers in the use of these standards have been widely implemented with impressive success across the United States.

ADVANCE \d4A major component of the NETS Project is the development of a general set of target profiles, describing technology-literate students at key developmental points in their pre-college education.  The Project offers practical performance indicators, curriculum examples, and scenarios that have been integrated into existing national standards designed by the National Council of Teachers of Mathematics, the International Reading Association, and the National Council for Social Studies.  From the early success of this program, it appears that international cooperation based on the NETS model may be a useful way to create educational standards in this area.

ADVANCE \d4Finally, to help bridge the digital divide with respect to access to affordable hardware and software, the U.S. Congress has acted to give parents a tax deduction to help pay for computers and related equipment, educational software, and Internet access (more information can be found at allen.senate.gov/PressOffice/AllenEducationTaxReliefPasses Congress.htm).  It is projected that the new computer and education savings accounts will represent over $6.5 billion in new education spending and will place five million new computers in the homes of K-12 students over the next 10 years.  Tax incentives for computer purchase or lease by parents and/or schools may be an area that FTAA governments might also wish to explore.

Policy Implications

ADVANCE \d4ADVANCE \u4As observed by the NETS educational technology standards project, a combination of essential conditions is required to bridge the “digital divide” effectively and create learning environments that are conducive to powerful uses of technology.  

These conditions include the following:

ADVANCE \d4
Support and proactive leadership from the educational system

ADVANCE \d4
Educators skilled in the use of technology for learning

ADVANCE \d4
Content standards and curriculum resources

ADVANCE \d4
Student-centered approaches to learning

ADVANCE \d4
Assessment of the effectiveness of technology for learning

ADVANCE \d4
Access to contemporary technologies, software, and telecommunications networks

ADVANCE \d4
Technical assistance for maintaining and using technology resources

ADVANCE \d4
Community partners who provide expertise, support and real-life interactions

ADVANCE \d4
Ongoing financial support for sustained technology use, and

ADVANCE \d4
Policies and standards supporting new learning environments. 

ADVANCE \d4
� The E-rate program for schools and libraries is described at http://www.sl.universalservice.org
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