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What is the Digital Divide?

The digital divide that our district is experiencing is detrimental to the success of students across the district. Studies have shown that minority students typically have less access to computers, and technology resources. Female students also have shown considerable aversion to technology in the classroom due to their anxiety of using computers and technology in general. 
This rift in the availability of technology to students has varying effects. Students from our district are not benefiting from the same technologies that other neighboring school districts use. The digital inequality that is being thrust on our students is affecting their ability to compete with their peers that graduate from other districts.

What can be done?

Since our district receives limited funding for technology purposes, I will present three different viable solutions for closing the digital divide we are experiencing. 

We should be looking at getting affordable internet services in our schools and libraries. Currently not all of our classrooms and libraries have internet access and the biggest holdup has been due to lack of funds. We will need to utilize a federal program called E-Rate. E-Rate will allow us to bid out services such as data infrastructure and networking. Once a vendor is selected, federal monies would be used to fund the projects. We could be eligible for a 20-90% discount on services. Utilizing E-Rate would be very beneficial to students who are not able to access the internet and its resources at home or away from the classroom. (Information provided by International Society for Technology in Education Digital Equity Toolkit. p. 9)
Another option we should be looking at as a district is professional development for staff that already have technology in their classrooms. Many of our classrooms have existing technology equipment, however the teachers, facilitators, and administrators lack the knowledge and training required to utilize this equipment. According to a study published by North Central Regional Educational Laboratory, some of the major traits of high-tech schools that contribute to the academic achievement of low-income, African-American, and Latino students are attainable without the need for extensive funding. Creating a challenging and cohesive learning environment, creating a professional community of teachers, and making sure school leadership is effective. These types of professional development would prove to get us the most “bang for our buck” as it were.
My final option is to obtain low cost alternatives to classroom technology. Common classroom technologies such as Smartboards and other interactive whiteboards can be a costly solution. They often will need to add a computer and projector to the mix. The cost per classroom could exceed $5,000 per classroom. There are other new exploratory options that are being developed that utilize items like Nintendo Wii controllers and free software. (Johnny Chung Lee, Carnegie Mellon University) By cutting costs in software and equipment, we can take the limited funding we already have and be able to stretch it further.
In conclusion, 
I think you will find that I have outlined 3 viable solutions to closing the digital divide that is happening in our district. In order for the district to use E-Rate to build infrastructure, we will need to put together a proposal to submit to the Universal Service Administrative Company. They have a service provider manual that is available online to at www.fcc.gov/learnnet. 
District wide professional development should include but not be limited to ensuring that new teachers have the skills necessary to interpret data received from technology, teacher preparation in the use of new classroom technology, and the ability to receive this training through online learning courses. This will ensure that the technology the district obtains or has in use will be utilized to its full capacity. A good source of information can be found at the National Education Technology Plan website..
Procuring less expensive technologies and software can be achieved by using some of the many open source developments available to educators. OpenOffice.org is an open source version of Microsoft Word, Microsoft offers discounts on older versions of operating systems for computers, interactive whiteboards can be built from a Wii controller and projector at a cost of at least half that compared to commercial versions.

I have included a link to my EDTECH website to assist you with these concepts. There you will find links that are relevant to my discussion above that I hope will help you to understand what we can do about this situation. 

http://sites.google.com/site/emmettwempedtech/Home 
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