Who are the disadvantaged groups in the new convergent technologies? This question was asked in the Strategy 2001 Access and Equity in Online Learning Digital Divide report commissioned by ANTA.

The report is one of a series of reports commissioned to evaluate Flexible and Online Delivery and to compare the Cost Effectiveness of online deliver with traditional classroom delivery.

The Strategy 2001 report identifies the following groups as disadvantaged: low income and unemployed, people without a tertiary education, people with literacy and numeracy needs, those living in rural and remote areas, isolated students, indigenous Australians, people with disabilities, people from non-English speaking backgrounds, people over 55 and women.

So what does the Divide mean for Vocational Education and Training? The report states:

"…information and communication technology is really of no use to anyone who does not have the skills required to utilise it effectively." (2002, p.1)

 Why then has ANTA neglected to add teachers to the list of the disadvantaged?

The new skills required by teachers to convert traditional classroom materials into interactive multimedia are extensive: computer skills, new and complex software, graphic design, audio and film techniques and project management, just to list the obvious skills. 

Occurring at the same time is an entire shift in the role of the teacher and how the classroom is managed. Teachers are now required to move to a facilitator’s role, as the students now work in teams to complete projects.

The uptake of the new technologies is still fragmented with teachers either exploring the changes and rising to the challenge, or feeling threatened and stressed. To the teachers credit this divide has not created significant problems as yet, but it is fragmenting the teaching profession. New career opportunities for teachers have opened in moderating online discussions, instructional design and multimedia.

In the Adult Community Education (ACE) sector this is a significant problem, as many teachers work in a voluntary capacity and do not have access to professional development activities. In Victoria the laptop program is not open to ACE teachers and funding for Learnscope projects is significantly less than what is available to the TAFE sector. 

The digital divide is a reality many teachers face in their own day to day work and as they struggle to assist students who are equally challenged by the new information technologies.

