policy works. In the 1960s, it was widely believed that central banks could
attempt to hasten or dampen growth in the economy by lowering or raising
the interest rate. This view fell into disfavor with the inflation of the 1970s.
Economists, and central bankers, increasingly came to believe that central
banks should instead adhere to rules or targets, such as a fixed rate of money
supply growth or a targeted rate of inflation. As is clear from the minutes
and transcripts of open market committee meetings, the Greenspan Fed was
quite explicitly engaged in fine-tuning. It raised and lowered interest rates
on the basis of its perception of the economy’s current momentum. To a
large extent, it appeared that its tweaking of the economy worked: the Fed
was largely successful in its efforts to control the rate of economic growth
over this period. At the very least, economists may acknowledge that
monetary policy is more effective than most had previously believed. The
recognition of the importance of this tool can have a substantial impact on
the conduct of macroeconomic policy in the future.
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In a society where knowledge-intensive activities are an increasingly
important component of the economy, the distribuhor} 'of lfnowledge
across the population is increasingly linked to ‘stranf{cathn_ Much
attention both among academic researchers and in policy circles has
been paid to which segments of the population have access to _the
Internet or are Internet users. Although the medium has seen high
rates of diffusion, its spread has been unequal both within £}nd across
nations. In this chapter, we will look at (1) individual-level mequ‘ahty
in Internet access and use in the United States, (2) cross-natiomal
variation in connectedness, and (3) inequality from the s'fde of content
producers in gaining audiences for their material on-line. © 2003,
Elsevier Science (USA).
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Autonomy of use The freedom to use technologies when, where, and how
one wishes.

Digital divide The gap between those who have access to digital tech-
nologies and those who do not, or the gap between those who use digital
technologies and those who do not, understood in binary terms distin-
guishing the “haves” from the “have nots.”

Digital inequality A refined understanding of the “digital divide” that
emphasizes a spectrum of inequality across segments of the population
depending on differences along several dimensions of technology access
and use.

On-line skill The ability to use the Internet effectively and efficiently.

Portal A web site that primarily presents itself as a one-stop, point-of-
entry site to the content of the Web,

Universal service  Policy to ensure that everyone has affordable access to
the telecommunications network.

I. INTRODUCTION

In a society where knowledge-intensive activities are an increasingly
mportant component of the economy, the distribution of knowledge across
the population is increasingly linked to stratification. The mass diffusion of
the Internet across the population has led many to speculate about the
potential effects of the new medium on society at large. Enthusiasts have
heralded the potential benefits of the technology, suggesting that it will
reduce inequality by lowering the barriers to information and allowing
people of all backgrounds to improve their human capital, expand their
social networks, search for and find jobs, have better access to health infor-
mation, and otherwise improve their opportunities and enhance their life
chances. In contrast, others caution that the differential spread of the Inter-
net across the population will lead to increasing inequalities, improving the
prospects of those who are already in privileged positions while denying
opportunities for advancement to the underprivileged.

Much attention both among academic researchers and in policy circles
has been paid to which segments of the population have access to the Inter-
net or are Internet users. Access is usually defined as having a network-con-
nected machine in one’s home or workplace. Use more specifically refers
to people’s actual use of the medium beyond merely having access to it. The
“digital divide” is most often conceptualized in binary terms: someone
either has access to the medium or does not, or someone either uses the
Internet or does not. In this chapter, we will offer a refined understanding
of the “digital divide” to include a discussion of different dimensions of the

i

=

divide focusing on such details as quality of eql.lipment, autonomy of use,
the presence of social support networks, experience, and o{l-hne skill. In
addition to discussing inequalities at the national level, we will also look at
the unequal diffusion of the Internet across countries. Furthem_mre, we w.ﬂl
consider the divide that exists at the level of content production and dl.S—
tribution. Finally, we will discuss what type of policy appro'ach may help in
avoiding possible new inequalities emerging from differential access to and
use of the Internet. :

II. DEFINING THE “DIGITAL DIVIDE”

Although the Internet has been around for several decades, it saw
wide diffusion only in the second part of the 1990s. Tts growth has been
especially large since the emergence of graphical browser softwarg ff)r tl}e
Web in 1993, The number of Americans op-line grew from 25 Imlh(-m‘ in
1995, when only 3% of Americans had ever used the Internet, to 83 ‘mﬂh'on
in 1999, with 55 million Americans going on-line on a typical day in mid-
2000. In 1994, just 11% of U.S. households had on-line access. By th;
end of 1998, this figure had grown to 26.2%. Less than 2 years later it
stood at 41.5%, and well over 50% of individuals between the ages of 9 and
49 reported going on-line at home, work, or some other location. By 2001,
over half of the American population was using the Inten}et on.a regular
basis (see Fig. 1 for basic Internet user statistics in the United States over

time}.
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Figure 1 The percentage of the adult US. population on-line, 1994-2001. Data source:
Current Population Survey.
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With the rise of the Internet’s importance in all spheres of life, there has
been increasing concern regarding the patterns of its diffusion across the
population. Reports have documented the clear presence of an Internet.. = Asian American 5756 b sgeg
“digital divide,” i.e., inequalities in access to and use of the medium, with: \&_,.w“';...'. White
fower levels of connectivity among women, racial and ethnic minorities; ® o 845, american
people with lower incomes, rural residents, and less educated people. (See 5 ’,;f__ Indlan
Figs. 27 for information about the percentage of various population groups E” = T R
on-line.} . § LF _‘,_&—:\ 3r.n
Whereas most reports identity differences among various segments of * s RO Aftican American
the population, over time studies emphasize the increasing diffusion of the » e s Pprad AN -7
medium among the population at large. There is considerable disagreement V T
about whether inequalities in access and use are increasing or decreasing © Pt
across different demographic categories. Some argue that with time the o
majority of the population will be on-line and that no policy intervention . . . ‘ . .
is necessary to achieve equal distribution of the medium across the Nov, 1994 Oct, 1997 Dec, 1909 Aug; 2000 " Sep, 2001
population (Compaine, 2001). Others emphasize the increasing differences Year

among various segments of the population at large (Dickard, 2002).
‘These approaches are in stark contrast despite the fact that most of these
reports often rely on the same source of data: the Computer and Intemnet
Use Supplement of the Current Population Survey administered by the US.
Census Bureau and the Bureau of Labor Statistics. The positions differ
because there are different ways in which one can interpret the data. Let

. Figure 3 The percentage of racial groups on-line among the adult U.S. population, 1994-2001.
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Hispanics (see Fig. 4). It is certainly the case that use has dramatically
increased in both segments of the population: the percentage of Hispanics
on-line has grown from 5.6% in 1994 to 31.4% in 2001, whereas the per-
centage of non-Hispanics on-line increased from 13.3 to 56.9%. From this
perspective, Internet use is clearly on the rise in both groups. Moreover,
whereas the percentage of non-Hispanics on-line increased by just over four
times, the growth among Hispanics was over fivefold. Such interpretation
suggests optimism at curbing inequality between groups. However, if we
look at Fig. 4, we see that the gap between the two lines has increased from
7.7 percentage points in 1994 to 24.5 percentage points by 2001, suggesting
that the overall difference in the percentage of users is increasing, poten-
tially leading to more inequality among these two segments of the popula-
tion. How we interpret the figures has much to do with what type of
divide—if any—we see. Comparison of penetration rates across population
groups is more informative than considering numbers about any one
population segment in isolation. Comparison across groups suggests
that certain divides persist and in some cases are growing with respect to
Internet diffusion.

1Il. FROM DIGITAL DIVIDE TO DIGITAL
INEQUALITY |

Figures 2-7 show that Internet use is spreading at varying rates across
different segments of the population. Some have cautioned that the differ-
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ential spread of the Internet will lead to increasing inequalities, beneliting
those who are already in advantageous positions and denying access to
better resources to the underprivileged. Robert Merton (1973) called this
the “Matthew effect,” according to which “unto every one who hath shall
be given,” whereby initial advantages translate into increasing returns over
time. '



Research on information technologies has found support for this latter
expectation. Mass media seem to reinforce knowledge gaps across the pop-
ulation. Past studies have found evidence for this in the realm of general
foreign affairs information (Robinson, 1967), political knowledge and par-
ticipation (Eveland and Scheufele, 2000}, diffusion of daily TV news infor-
mation (Robinson and Levy, 1986), and a broad range of other information
contexts (Gaziano, 1983). With respect to the Web, the Matthew effect pre-
dicts that those having more experience with technologies and more expo-
sure to various communication media will benefit more from the Web by
using it in a more sophisticated manner and for more types of information
retrieval. Bvidence has already been presented regarding the connection
between the use of traditional news and entertainment media and com-~
puters and the Internet (Robinson et al., 1997, 1998). Such findings suggest
that use of the Internet leads to greater information gaps.

As more people start using the Web for communication and information
retrieval, it becomes less useful to merely look at binary classifications of
who is on-line when discussing questions of inequality in relation to the
Tnternet. Rather, we need to start looking at differences in how those who
are on-line access and use the medium. Such a refined understanding of the
“digital divide” implies the need for a more comprehensive term for under-
standing inequalities in the digital age; DiMaggio and Hargittai (2001)
suggest that the term “digital inequality™ better encompasses the various
dimensions along which differences will exist even after access to the
medium is nearly universal.

Some scholars have suggested ways in which we need to distinguish
between different types of Internet use. One such approach (Norris, 2001)
suggests distinguishing between divides at three levels: (1) the global divide,
which encompasses differences among industrialized and lesser developed
nations; (2) the social divide, which points to inequalities among the popu-
lation within one nation; and (3) a democratic divide, which refers to
the differences among those who do and do not use digital technologies to
engage and participate in public life. Wilson (2000) took this classification
a step further by identifying four components of full social access: (1) finan-
cial access, which indicates whether users (individuals or whole communi-
ties) can afford connectivity; (2) cogpitive access, which considers whether
people are trained to use the medium and to find and evaluate the type of
information for which they are looking; (3) production of content access,
which looks at whether there is enough material available that suits users’
needs; and (4) political access, which takes into account whether users have
access to the institutions that regulate the technologies they are using.
Warschauer (2002) has also offered an alternative approach suggesting that,
in addition to the physical sides of access, other factors such as content, lan-

guage, literacy, education, and institutional structures must also be taken
into consideration when assessing the level of information and communi-
cation technology use in a commaunity. These researchers all call for a more
holistic approach to the study of digital inequality.

As the preceding refined approaches illustrate, there are factors beyond
mere connectivity that need to be considered when discussing the poten-
tial implications of the Internet for inequality. In addition to relying on basic
measures of access to a medium, we need to consider the following more
nuanced measures of use:

1. technical means (quality of the equipment)

2. autonomy of use (location of access, freedom to use the medium for
cne’s preferred activities)

3. social support networks (availability of others to whom one can
turn for assistance with use, size of networks to encourage use)

4. experience (number of years using the technology, types of use
patterns)

These four factors together comtribute to one’s level of skill. Skill is
defined as the ability to use the new technology efficiently and effectively.
Here, we will consider these five components, which should guide our analy-
ses of digital inequality at the individual user level.

A, TECHNICAL MEANS

For Internet use, several dimensions of equipment quality are relevant
to questions of equal access. People who have access to top-quality com-
puters with good and reliable Internet connections at home or at work are
much more likely to exhibit high levels of sophistication than those without
access to such technical resources. Better hardware, better software, and a
faster connection are the infrastructural basis of having access to all that
the Web has to offer. When using outdated equipment, more time may be
necessary to reach on-line resources, resulting in fewer opportunities for
users to acquaint themselves with and explore varied corners of the Web,
Users may become frustrated by long download times and the inability
to access certain sites, potentially leading to less enthusiasm toward the
medium and less time spent exploring its features.

B. AuToNOoMY OF USE

Although theoretically many Americans have access to the Internet at a
public library, access remains easiest for those who are connected through



home or work computers. There are differences in how easily people
can reach libraries quickly (e.g., do they live close enough not to require
substantial time and monetary commitments to go there), and whether
they are free at times when these resources are available (e.g., do their
work or family responsibilities make it difficult to capitalize on such
resources). Regarding on-the-job access, those with restrictions on their
work computer use will not have the freedom to enhance their on-line
skilis due to the limitations placed on them by their employment environ-
ments. These differences in autonomy of use are likely to influence
people’s level of Web use sophistication. Those who have easier access to
resources and more freedom to use them are likely to extract more from
the medium.

C. SOCIAL SUPPORT NETWORK

The hiterature on the diffusion of innovations emphasizes the impor-
tance of social support networks in the spread of new technologies. Those
with exposure to innovations in their surroundings are more likely to adopt
new tlechnologies such as personal computers. The availability of friends
and family who are also Internet users provides support for problems
encountered while using the medium and is also a source of new knowl-
edge via advice and recommendations. [t is also a source of encouragement
to go on-line, as there are more people with whom to communicate and
share.

For on-line skills in particular, this implies that people who are able to
draw on their social contacts for information on how to use the medium
will learn more quickly and will be exposed to a broader repertoire of on-
line services than those who have few people to whom they can turn for
advice on their Web use. A study of home computer diffusion found that
people were more likely to give up using the technology when they had no
neighbors or friends to call on for support (Murdock et al., 1992). By con-
trast, people whose social circles include users knowledgeable about the
Web can draw on their networks for site recommendations and suggestions
when they run into problems.

D. EXPERIENCE

Experience is a relevant dimension to consider because it tells us
whether people are investing sufficient tbne in a technology to become
familiar enough with it for convenient and efficient use. The amount of prior

experience people have with the Internet is likely to affect their on-line
actions. People who require the use of a computer and on-line resources
for their job or school will have invested time in acquiring higher level skills
in this activity, as the acquired knowledge is necessary to perform their
work. People who spend more time on-line—whether at work or any other
location—will likely acquire more knowledge about the Web and thus will
have better on-line skills. Finally, people who have been Internet users for
longer are expected to be better at finding information on-line as they have
more experiences to draw on. Moreover, these are people who were early
adopters and thus tend to be more innovative, suggesting more willingness
to explore the new medium and familiarize themselves with it

E. SKILL

A look at the evolution of how literacy has been defined and refined
over time is a helpful comparison to show that the focus on and necessity
of basic access to a medium is gradually replaced by a more refined under-
standing of what it means to have efficient access to a communication
medium (Kaestle, 1991). Whereas initially literacy simply meant the ability
to sign one’s name, someone possessing solely those writing skills today
would not be deemed literate. Such baseline writing skilis today cannot be
equated with efficient access to information whether in the form of gov-
ernment documents or job application forms. Similarly, when considering
the potential implications of the Internet for social inequality, we cannot
rely on a binary classification of who is a user and who is not. Rather, we
must also focus on people’s ability to use the technology effectively and
efficiently.

But how is it possible that skill is a relevant factor when it comes
to Internet use given that material posted on-line—all billions of pages
worth---is equally available to all users via the correct Web address?
Beyond the hurdle of gaining access to a network-connected machine,
the zeros and ones that transfer the multitude of information on the
network to the user do not discriminate among people. [It is important to
note here that the plans for the next generation Internet protocol (IPv6)
would allow routers to discriminate among packets, which would lead to
increasing inequalities especially with respect to issues discussed in Section
V.] Once the correct Web address is entered, the data are accessed and the
information is readily available. But how does a user find the particular Web
site?

Consider the following scenario. A user is looking for information about
political candidates, in particular, she is interested in comparing the views



of two presﬁenﬂal candidates about a controversial issue, say, abortion.
There are thousands of Web sites that describe, critique, and compare polit-
ical actors. However, a simple search on the candidate’s name or the word
abortion will not yield any obvious results; rather, it will present the user
with hundreds if not thousands of possible links to pages with only one of
the two topics.

In this partjcular case, a user who understands how search queries
can be refined through the use of quotation marks (to signal proximity
of terms), the use of Boolean operators (to suggest whether terms should
all be included in a search or whether some térms should be explicitly
excluded), and the use of multiple terms in a query will likely turn up
helpful results almost regardless of the search engine used. A knowledge-
able user may type the following into a search box, bush gore abortion, and
quickly find relevant resulis. Nonetheless, even the use of such refined
search queries requires additional know-how on the part of the user. Many
sites come cluttered with images and text—often in an attempt to make a
commercial venture viable——and it sometimes becomes quite challenging
to find specific information on a page. Among the 100 participants in a study
that surveyed a random sample of Internet users’ on-line skills (Hargittai,
2003), only one ever used the “find” function (available in all browsers and
on all platforms) to search for a term on a Web page. In the case of this
task, looking for the word “abortion” through use of the “find” function
would have aided many participants. This action can significantly reduce the
effort it takes to find specific content on a page, yet almost no one uses it.
The findings from this study suggest that users differ significantly in their
on-line skills.

As the preceding examples illustrate, in addition to demographic char-
acteristics, the five dimensions of user attributes—technical means, avton-
omy of use, social support networks, experience, and skill—are all important
for understanding exactly how technologies are being adopted by users and
to what extent their uses are similar across different segments of society.
Had such nuanced information been collected on other communication
media in their early years, we would have a much better understanding of
their true diffusion across the population and how they may have con-
tributed to new social inequalities. The preceding dimensions of user attrib-
utes must all be considered in our discussions of digital inequality, but they
are only starting to become part of researchers’ agendas in the field. (For
a discussion of information technology skills and the labor market, see
Chapter 24 in this volume. To learn more about how use of the Internet
differs among segments of the population for job searches, see Chapter 22
in this volume.)

IV. GLOBAL DIGITAL INEQUALITY

Similarly to rapid Internet diffusion within the United States, the number
of users has also grown drasticaily worldwide from approximately 20
million users in 1995 to 520 million in 2001 {(see Fig. 8 for details). Although
at first glance the figure suggests that Internet access is becoming a reality
for vast segments of the global population, it is important to note that even
in 2001 less than 10% of the world’s inhabitants had ever used the Inter-
net. Moreover, the medium is diffusing at considerably different rates across
countries, Figure 9 shows that disproportionate numbers of users are from
the North American and European continents, whereas other world regions
are vastly undeirepresented. Most work on international Internet diffusion
has tried to unicover the reasons for such differential rates in spread.

Most Initial reports focused on bivariate analyses showing a high corre-
lation between economic indicators and diffusion rates. Education has also
been considered an important predictor of Internet use cross-nationally.
Some more refined studies have also considered the effects of institutional
factors, Hargittai (1999) found that among QECD countries, in addition
to national wealth, competition in the telecommunications sector was an

.important predictor of connectivity. Along similar lines, Kiiski and Pohjola

(2002) found that access price was an important determinant of connectiv-
ity in OECD countries, a factor likely influenced by the telecommunica-
tions policy variable. Guillen and Suarez (2002) also found similar effects
of regulatory environment when looking at diffusion rates across over 100
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nations. Research on the diffusion of mobile telephony has also found that
competition has a positive effect on the spread of the technology (Gruber
and Verboven, 2001; Koski and Kretschmer, 2002).

Although in its initial years of mass diffusion the Internet was widely
heralded as a potential equalizing tool across nations, the largely unequal
patterns of its diffusion globally suggest that it may end up contributing
more to 7ising inequalities rather than leveling the playing field across
nations. (See Chapter 4 in this volume for more on global diffusion
patterns.)

V. INEQUALITY IN ACCESS TO CONTENT
PRODUCTION AND DISTRIBUTION

In addition to looking at individual level variables to determine how new
media are adopted by users, we must also consider institutional factors that
shape new technologies. The rapid increase in the number of Internet users
was complemented by exponential growth in the amount of information
available on the Web. In 1993, there were fewer than 20,000 Web sites. That

number grew to over 40 million by 2003, representing billions of Web pages
with as many as 2 million pages added daily.

A large portion of these billions of Web pages is available on the Web
for public use. Any individual or organization with the know-how lo create
asite can contribute content to the public Web. The technicalities of making
such content as available to users as the most popular Web sites are more
or less the same. However, information abundance still leaves the problem
of attention scarcity. Attention scarcity leads individual creators of content
to rely on on-line gatekeepers to channel their material toward users and
leads users to rely on such services to find their way to content on the Web.
Web services that categorize on-line information can be considered gate-
keepers on the World Wide Web.

The term gatekeeper refers to points that function as gates blocking the
flow of some material while allowing other information to pass through,
Although there may be numerous high-quality sites on the Web, there is no
guarantee that anyone will find their way to them. The central concern is
no longer what is produced, but what consumers hear and know about.
Accordingly, gatekeeping activity still occurs, but it now takes place at the
level of information exposure. lts location has shifted from the decision
about what should be produced to the control of what materials get to con-
sumers and of what they become aware, Users with more advanced Web
use skills will be less dependent on such gatekeepers and can sidestep them
more easily to find information of mterest to them.

In oider to understand the implications of gatekeeping for the reacha-
bility of on-line content-~whether commercial or nonprofit content, indi-
vidual or governmental materials—it is important to distinguish between
content that is merely present on the Web in contrast to content to which
users are readily exposed. To make this distinction, we will use the
word “available” to refer to material that exists on-line and “accessible”
to denote content that is casily within the reach of Web users. Whereas
availability means mere existence, accessibility implies relative ease of
reachability.

As the amount of Web content grew exponentially, search engines
became increasingly important in sifting through on-line material. Accord-
ing to one survey, 85% of users have used a search engine (Pew, 2002).
Aflthough seemingly neutral, search engines systematically exclude certain
sites in favor of others either by design or by accident. Search engines index
no more than a small portion of all Web pages, and even collectively the
largest engines only account for combined coverage of just a fraction of all
mformation on-line. This suggests that there is great discrepancy between
what is physically available on the Web and what is realistically accessible
{0 users.



Undoubtedly, the entry of the private sector into the Internet world
encouraged its wide spread and the growth in on-line content. S.earch
engines and portal sites assist millions of users every day in finding n_ﬁor—
mation on-line. So why is it a problem that commercial interests sometimes
guide the content selection on popular sites? The concern is that search
engines that are guided by profit motives may point people away fro'm the
most relevant and best quality sites in favor of those that have paid the
highest bids for placement on the results page, regardless of their quality
or specific relevance to the search query.

Analyses of large-scale search engine usage data suggest that users
mainly rely on the first page of results to a search query. A study analyzing
almost 1 billion queries on the AltaVista search engine showed that, in 85%
of the cases, users only viewed the first screen of results (Silverstein et al.,
1999). Web users’ habits have not changed much over the years. Another
study (Spink et al., 2002) compared data on the use of the Excite search
engine from 1997, 1999, and 2001 and found that the mean numt?er of results
pages users looked at had decreased over time. The data in this study also
showed that the majority of users rely on simple queries without the use of
advanced search features mentioned earlier.

These findings suggest that users heavily rely on sites for presenting them
with information rather than using sophisticated search strategies to fine-
tune their queries. This implies that information prominently displayed on
portal sites—whether selected because of high content value or for commer-
cial reasons—has a good chance of being the destination of visitors. If users
do not possess advanced know-how about how content is organized and pre-
sented to them on-line, then they are especially at the mercy of what content
sites decide to feature prominently and make easily accessible to them.

Sites spend significant resources on optimizing their content to show up
as results. In fact, an entire industry has sprung up around “search engine
optimization,” offering advice on how companies and others can best assure
that their Web sites climb to the top of search engine results. In contrast,
the sites with the most relevant content may be posted by a nonprofit orga-
nization or by an individual on his or her own initiative and only appear
far down the results list because the owners of such sites do not have the
resources to optimize for search engine positioning. So the overall concern
due to the prominence of commercial interests on the Web is not that users
will unknowingly be roped into purchasing information they could other-
wise obtain for free, although this may happen as well, but that they may
not find what they are looking for or may miss the best available informa-
tion because those resources are crowded out by the profit-seeking ven-
tures. Accordingly, inequality exists at the level of content production and
distribution in the digital world.

VI. CONCLUSION

The prevailing approach to the “digital divide” focuses on a binary clas-
sification of Internet use, merely distinguishing those who are connected
from those who do not have access to the medium. Related policy discus-
sions also limit their focus to targeting connectedness without expanding
the issue to questions of skill, which can only be achieved by also paying
serious attention to training. The binary classification is due to historical
precedent. U.S. telecommunications policy for years has been concerned
with “universal service,” whereby all citizens should have access to afford-
able telephone service (Schement, 1996).

Following this approach, discussions about Internet use have focused
on access only at the expense of considering details about use. In the case
of the telephone, it makes sense to target only access as there are only a
limited number of ways in which one may use that medium. In contrast,
effective access to the Internet means much more than simply having
a network-connected machine. Rather, it includes the ability to use
the medium effectively and efficiently enabling users to benefit from the
medium. These necessary on-line skills can only be achieved universally
by focusing policy not only on improving access but also on investing
in training. For example, Bolt and Crawford (2000) found that, although
there has been a rapid increase in the number of public schools offering
Internet access, support for the necessary training and staffing has lagged
behind.

Instead of drawing parallels to policy debates about telephone access
when considering Internet access policy, a better analogy is to reflect on the
varied dimensions of literacy. We do not think about literacy in binary terms,
Children are not simply given a book in the first grade and expected to read,
nor are they given excerpts from Shakespeare on their first day of class.
Instead, we invest in teaching students how to read gradually. The history
of literacy shows that our understanding of functional literacy has evolved
considerably over time, requiring flexibility in education policy to keep up
with the changing landscape. Similarly, it is too simplistic to assume that
merely providing an Internet connection to people will obliterate all poten-
tial access differences among users. Rather, a more refined approach to
the “digital divide” and a more comprehensive understanding of digital
inequality are necessary if we are to avoid increasing inequalities among
different segments of the population due to disparities in effective access
to all that the Internet has to offer,
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