Diversity Trend in Adult Education 
3

Running head: DIVERSITY TREND IN ADULT EDUCATION
Computer Availability and It’s Impact on Demographic Diversity
Mark K. Reha
University of Phoenix

Computer Availability and It’s Impact on Demographics Diversity


This paper explores how potential students in a number of demographics are impacted by the unavailability and high cost of personal computers. The unavailability and high cost of personal computers impact the ability for students to participate not only in adult education but to also obtain a basic part time job, which is a necessity for many students so they can attend community colleges or universities. In addition to new consumer products that make it easier then ever before to own a personal computer this paper also introduces a company that is working worldwide to provide computers and access to the Internet to all children and students.


Attending education classes, either adult education or high school education, is hard to imagine without a computer or access to the Internet. A large number of potential students, simply do not have a computer, cannot afford a computer, do not know how to operate a computer, or do not have access to the Internet. Today, an estimated 20% of the U.S. households do not have a personal computer. An estimated 15% of U.S. households are not connected to the Internet. These numbers suggest that there would be an estimated 15% to 20% of the U.S. households that would have difficulty or could not even take online classes and other formal or informal adult education learning classes.


To further complicate the ability for certain demographics to participate in adult education many of these adult students have major proficiencies in their computer skills. These proficiencies even cause computer anxiety in students. A recent study showed that computer anxiety still existed in students despite the amount of computer experience an individual had; while overall computer attitudes were better when an individual had more experience (Meyers, 2006). Findings also showed that females had more computer anxiety, liked computers less, and were less confident in their computer skills than were males (Meyers, 2006). Lastly, findings indicated that despite the proliferation of technology, which has resulted in an increase in technology access and use during the last several years, those over 36 had better overall computer attitudes than did those under age 25 (Meyers, 2006).

 A number of companies are currently trying to resolve the problem of students who cannot afford a computer and get on the Internet. These companies are focusing on a low cost computer, which also has the capability to connect to the Internet. This low cost computer is targeted in the price range of $100. One of the primary organizations trying to solve this problem is from One Laptop Per Child (OLPC) that is a nonprofit organization created by Nicholas Negroponte and others from the MIT Media Lab. OLPC’s charter is to design, manufacture, and distribute laptop computers that are inexpensive enough to provide every child in the world access to knowledge and modern forms of education. OLPC is providing laptop computers to students in dire need of this fundamental resource that is required to succeed at all levels of education. To get these students connected to the Internet OLPC is working with cellular and satellite companies to provide free Internet access to any student with a low cost laptop provided by OLPC (Hiawatha, 2009). To date, OLPC has distributed over 500,000 laptop computers into the hands of children and adults from around the world (Anonymous, 2009). One of the additional benefits due to the focus and efforts, by such companies as OLTP, has been the recent introduction of the “netbook” computer, which is a consumer product focused on providing low cost computers. The “netbook” computer, which range in price from $200 to $400 and built by companies such as Intel, AsusTek, and Acer, is now one the latest computer trends. Even though the price of the “netbook” computer is more expensive then the laptop computer provided by OLPC, the “netbook” computer makes it more affordable for some demographics to purchase a computer and participate in adult education.  

Another possibility that will allow some demographics to obtain a computer is through a computer-recycling program. In 2003 41 million computers became obsolete. There were 30 million of these computers that were simply thrown out. Therefore, only 25% of the computers were considered for recycling. Many of these computers can be recycled and used for students who do not have computers. Today with the emphasis on being "green" the percentage of computers that are recycled for other purposes will continue to increase.

Once the student has access to a computer, such as one provided by OLPC or by purchasing a new low cost “netbook” computer, they must be trained and become proficient in all basic computer skills. Currently only about 60% of students in the U.S. have the necessary basic computers skills.  A local library, which will offer basic computer training, is a good resource. Many local libraries are very willing to devote time and assistance for those who need this critical training. Basic computer training is also available from local community colleges, books, and many online resources. State governments are also providing grants to corporations for employee training, such as training classes in computer skills.  And finally, many computer companies such as Hewlett Packard, Microsoft, and Apple, provide training classes on basic computer skills.

Conclusion

The presence of computers, the Internet, and other technologies available in the information age have added to the complexity of the adult education classroom and ultimately into every job and business environment. Computers and access to the Internet are therefore, a necessity that all children and adult students have easy access to computers and the Internet. Organizations such as One Laptop Per Child and the latest trend in low cost computers, the “netbook” computer, are making it more affordable and accessible then ever before to own and operate a computer. Training classes in basic computer skills, which will help to overcome computer anxiety, must also be available so that all children and adult students become proficient in operating a computer. 

For the adult educator, they must acknowledge the differences and diversity in students who do not have the resources to own a computer, have access to the Internet, or have the correct level of computer proficiency skills. The adult educator must account for this diversity when designing and planning course curriculums. The adult educator also needs to be continually trained to ensure that their computer proficiency skills do not become in obstacle in the classroom.
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