EVE RY TOT:

Bridging the Digital Divide




You've probably heard all

the hype about the world’s
new generation. The news is
abuzz with talk of Generation
Alpha , digital natives who
were born after 2010. “They
will be the most formally
educated generation ever, the
most technology-supplied
generation ever and globally
the wealthiest generation
ever,” predicted the New York
Times.! They will be “richer,
smarter and more tech savvy”
than any generation before,
the Daily Telegraph enthused.”
“Not only is Generation
Alpha more likely to grow up
overindulged, but they also are
the most materially endowed
and technologically literate
generation to date,” Forbes
observed in The Complete
Guide to Generation Alpha.’

HYPE VERSUS THE HARD
FACTS

But that’s not really the alpha and omega,
or entire story, when it comes to our
newest generation. Not every Alpha is being
raised by tech-savvy parents, as the news
would have you believe. They’re not all born
to be in the vanguard of the ongoing digital

revolution that’s changing every aspect

of our lives; they can’t all work their way
through an iPad and smart phone while still
in diapers. And they’re not all hard-wired

to join the “world’s first generation of multi-
millionaires.™

The Alphas make up the most diverse
generation we've ever seen, and there
are vast cultural and financial gulfs among
them. Not all of them grow up in homes
where technology is the norm, and this
digital inequality can increase educational
and economic inequality as these children
mature.® But the early childhood setting can
level the playing field by helping to bridge
the digital divide. And while bringing tech
to tots, educators can harness the power
of computers to build cultural bridges by
exposing children to new languages and
ways of life.

As we integrate technology into learning,
we should strive to fulfill the ideal of

equity in education. “The design of the
educational system — particularly what
opportunities it provides and to whom — is
central to the design of the just society,”
according to Kenneth R. Howe, a specialist
in educational ethics.® In line with this
compelling thought, technology should be
more than a tool to cross barriers of space
and time. It also should promote social
change and more chances for all.

It's clear that digital fluency helps fling open
the doors of opportunity. By 2003, more
than 56 percent of employed Americans
were using computers in the workplace.

By 2008, those with higher-paying jobs,
including managers and professionals,
were especially likely to use computers in
the workplace. Those who used technology
on the job earned 14 percent to 27 percent
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more than those who didn’t. And projections
of the U.S. labor market indicate that much
of the country’s future job growth will be
concentrated in areas that require use of
technology at work.”

THE DEPTH OF THE
DIGITAL DIVIDE

he seeds of digital fluency, like those

of literacy or math, often take root
at an early age. The expanding use of
technology in K-12 education makes it
increasingly vital for children to have some
grasp of technology when they start their
first kindergarten class. The Common Core
Standards — an initiative to align diverse
state and local curricula — mentions
technology more than 100 times in 66
pages of national standards for English
Language Arts.2 And this focus on tech in
the United States puts many students from
disadvantaged or minority homes at risk
of falling behind from the beginning. Just
consider some data that points to the depth
of the digital divide and the barriers many
families and their children face:

» Most low- and moderate-income families
have some form of internet connection,
but many are under-connected with
mobile-only access and inconsistent
connectivity. For example, 23 percent of
families below the median income level
and 33 percent of those below the poverty
level rely on mobile-only internet access.

» Families headed by Hispanic immigrants
are less connected than other low- and
moderate-income families. Ten percent
of immigrant Hispanic families have no
internet access at all compared with 7
percent of U.S.-born Hispanic residents,

5 percent of white residents and 1 percent
of black residents. And 44 percent of
immigrant Hispanic parents don’t use
computers at all.

» The main reason some families don’t
have home computers or internet
access is because they can’t afford it,
and discounted computer programs
are reaching very few. Forty percent of
parents without a home computer or
internet access say the main reason they
don’t have these items is that they are too
expensive.

» Parents acknowledge the value of
technology use in the preschool setting
but also have concerns. Seventy-four
percent say they worry about their child
being exposed to inappropriate content
online, 63 percent say they think time
spent with technology detracts from time
spent on other important activities and 34
percent say they worry that teachers know
less about their child’s individual needs
due to the time spent using technology
— a concern that’'s most common among
immigrant Hispanic parents.®

SWIMMING WITH THE TIDE

he parents’ reservations reflect

ongoing debate about appropriate
use of technology in early childhood
education. Some physicians, policymakers
and educators also are concerned that
technology use among the young might hurt
social and gross motor skills, contribute to
obesity and diminish development of skills
in areas beyond digital literacy. There is
no doubt that “nothing will ever take the
place of one person actually being with
another person,” as eloquently put by
Fred Rogers, the late creator and host of
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the iconic preschool TV show Mr. Roger’s
Neighborhood. “There can be lots of fancy
things like TV and radio and telephones and
internet, but nothing can take the place of
people interacting face to face.”°

At the same time, there’s growing
consensus that ignoring technology in the
preschool setting is like “swimming against
the tide.” In a society that’s increasingly
connected, most educators are trying to
bridge the gap between the real world and
early childhood settings." After years of
debate, early childhood educators are less
inclined to wonder whether technology is
right for young children and more prone

to ask how it can foster their development
and learning. Proper use of technology,
they now admit, can provide a wide range
of positive experiences for young learners
and make progress toward narrowing the
digital divide.'

Studies show that technology use among
low-income children, many of whom are
immigrants or people of color, can increase
engagement, boost achievement in
academics and motor skills and, in some
cases, boost socio-emotional development.
If technology is excluded entirely from early
childhood settings, we might miss some of
the opportunities it can provide to support
learning through exploration, interaction,
communication and creativity.'

TEACHERS OVER
TECHNOLOGY

s we strive to help children get the full

benefits of technology, we must not put
machine over man. Children need adult
guidance, too. For example, in Bridgeport,

CT, preschoolers from low-income families
in an urban Head Start center who received
daily access to computers and were
supported by an adult mentor showed more
positive attitudes toward learning, greater
self-confidence and increased kindergarten-
readiness skills than children who had
computer access but no support from a
mentor. Access to technology is vital for
21st century children, but it can’t replace a
connection with a caring human being.™

Early childhood educators play an essential
role, as Rogers presciently put it in 1994.
“‘No matter how helpful computers are as
tools,” he explained, “and, of course, they
can be very helpful tools, they don’t begin to
compare in significance to the teacher-child
relationship, which is human and mutual. A
computer can help you learn to spell HUG,
but it can never know the risk or the joy of
actually giving or receiving one.”"®

Educators have long been accustomed to
handing out hugs, but they face roadblocks
as they try to put technology to productive
use. There are access challenges since
many educators lack appropriate devices,
high-quality software and adequate internet
connections. Uncertainty about standards
for technology use leads to confusion, so
educators might worry that introducing new
technology to children could do more harm
than good. Many of them lack adequate
training on technology use or don’t have
enough time to become comfortable with the
technology so they can introduce it into their
programs. In addition, educators who are
used to continuity in curricula might have
trouble adjusting to the rapid technology
development cycle and adopting tools that
are largely unfamiliar.™®
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‘ ‘ “‘No matter how helpful computers
are as tools,” he explained, “and,
of course, they can be very helpful
tools, they don’t begin to compare
in significance to the teacher-child
relationship, which is human and
mutual. A computer can help you
learn to spell HUG, but it can
never know the risk or the joy of

actually giving or receiving one.”"® , ,

These challenges have led to a digital
divide among educators on the value of
computers, as shown by opposing views
expressed by young educators at the start
of their careers. When asked how soon
preschoolers should begin using computers,
one educator said, “They should learn to
use a computer at any age because today
there are so many good learning programs
that you have for the computer.” Another
worried that “society is getting more and
more media dependent” and felt “kind of
annoyed with the influence society has on
the school and the degree to which they
design learning programs for preschool.”
One educator enthused at how “pleased the
children become when they get appraisal
from the computer that they did something
right,” while another observed, “The children
lost their focus very fast, and the program
did not engage them very much. | think the
children felt confused and then | had to help
them more than | thought | ought to.”"”

TIPS FOR USING TECH
WITH TOTS

ducators who are seeking tips on
effective use of technology in their
programs can get advice from the

Council for Professional Recognition, an
independent, nonprofit organization that
promotes improved performance and
recognition of professionals in the field of
early childhood education.

As part of its mission, the Council has
published Essentials for Working with

Young Children, 2nd Edition (2017) edited
by Dr. Valora Washington, its CEO. This
comprehensive manual for educators and
parents includes a technology section that
reflects Washington’s thoughts on how we
can use our knowledge of child development
and care to help the Alphas succeed.

“We really need to think about what are the
21st century skills,” she said. “That means
we need to put more emphasis on problem
solving than memorizing since you can
always go online and get the facts. But how
do you solve a problem and what creativity
skills will you need to bring to work?”

Educators who need answers can look
to the Essentials for guidelines on using
technology in ways that foster adult
guidance and social interactions:

» Introduce new technology to children
during group meetings

» Have children interact with the technology
on their own while you are there as a
facilitator; there is no need to try to teach
children how to use technology once you
have introduced it

» Provide opportunities for children to use
technology in dramatic play by talking on
a smartphone or using a tablet in imitation
of their family members

» Make technology interactive through the
choice of appropriate software and apps
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» Set up search functions to show images
rather than words and let children come
up with the search words

» Use a digital camera to document
children’s work®

Educators also should take advantage of
new digital tools to connect with immigrant

children whose home language isn’t English.

Computer programs can teach educators
the correct pronunciation of words in other
languages so they can communicate better
with dual-language learners and their
family members, as the Essentials points
out.’™ Educators can use technology to
adapt existing materials by adding new
languages to classroom labels, translating
key words in books and games, or providing
models of writing. In addition, they can use
technology to record a child’s speech for
later translation and documentation of their
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ESSENTIALS FOR WORKING
WITH YOUNG CHILDREN,
2ND EDITION (2017)

Educators who need answers
can look to the Essentials for
guidelines on using technology in
ways that foster adult guidance
and social interactions.
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content in the early childhood setting.?’
Educators who are looking for ways to

use technology in culturally responsive
ways should ask themselves a number of
questions when choosing apps and other
media: Do children see different types of
people and characteristics? Do they hear
a variety of sounds, music and voices? Are
a variety of family structures and lifestyles
being depicted??

Besides posing these questions, educators
should look for ways to make their
curriculum and instruction as multicultural as
possible. They can do this by taking children
into the community and also bringing the
community to them. Consider just a few of
the ways that educators can use technology
to expand children’s view of the world
beyond the confines of their school or early
childhood program:

» Take children on a virtual field trip to
another country and explore its food,
language, culture and customs.?

» Guide children in finding similar programs
in other countries and then help them
conduct an internet correspondence.
Doing so helps them learn about the
different ways that children their own age
live, play and go to school.?

» Take children on walks around different
communities and have them observe
printed materials of all kinds: traffic
signs, advertisements and artwork.

Take pictures of the things that catch
their attention. Then download the
pictures into a computer and use them to
produce journals, class books and parent
newsletters.?

» Use a multimedia app so dual-language
learners can create digital stories with a

tablet to share details about their lives at
home. The stories, complete with photos
and narration in both English and the
child’s home language, will show the group
how people from different cultures live.?

GETTING FAMILIES
ONBOARD AND ONLINE

Family engagement helps support learning
for students from different backgrounds

and strengthens relationships between
home and school, so educators also should
use technology to connect with immigrant
parents. A few good ways for getting
immigrant families onboard and online come
from Comienza en Casal/lt Starts at Home, a
home-based family engagement program in
Millbridge, Maine:

» Invite family members to make videos of
early learning activities at home or take
photos that their children can discuss with
their peers.

» Recommend high-quality educational
apps to parents via a weekly newsletter or
blog and ask them to share their favorites.

» Hold family nights where you demonstrate
activities families can do at home, such
as digital storytelling, using free apps that
allow children to draw, import photos and
record audio or video to create stories.

» Network (the old fashioned way) by
encouraging families to get together
so they can trade ideas about online
resources, recommend tutorials that have
improved their computer skills and share
ways to feel more comfortable using
technology to help their children learn.?”

(800) 424-4310 | cdafeedback@cdacouncil.org | www.cdacouncil.org |



The ideals of equity should drive us to help
A REVOLUTION FOR ALL all Alphas be part of the digital age and
prepare for the workplace of tomorrow. We
should steer our approach to technology
use in early childhood settings by the
human value of social justice. We should
use technology in ways that foster growth
in children from diverse and disadvantaged
backgrounds. And we should stress the
educator’s role since the fastest broadband
connection can’t compete with a set of
loving arms as they spread wide to hug a
child.

Connecting with families is a vital part of
bridging the digital divide for all the young
members of Generation Alpha. We must
close the gap between the hype and the
hard facts about the Alphas as digital
denizens of the world. Cultural, economic
and language barriers prevent many
children from getting the full benefits of
the digital revolution and diminish its total
impact. “If the technology revolution only
happens for families that already have
money and education,” said former U.S.
Secretary of Education Arne Duncan, “then
it's not really a revolution.”?®
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