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Introduction: From Digital Divides
to Participation Gaps

In the United States many of the issues related to tech-
nology, equity, and diversity remain viable. However,
by the close of the first decade of the new millennium
the contours of the digital divide had shifted in no-
ticeable ways. Much of the early reporting on the
digital divide focused on household access to com-
puters and the Internet (U.S. Department of Com-
merce 1995). Since 2000 the media environment of
black and Latino youth, like that of young people in
general, has evolved as a result of social, economic,
cultural, and technological change. In its first na-
tional study of young people’s media environment,
the Kaiser Family Foundation (Roberts et al. 1999)
found that white youth were significantly more likely
than black or Latino youth to live in households that
owned computers with Internet access. Among youth
8-18 years old, 57% of white youth, 34% of black
youth, and 25% of Latino youth lived in homes with
Internet access. Consequently, black and Latino youth
were less likely than their white counterparts to ex-
perience computer-mediated forms of communica-
tion, play, and learning from home. A decade later,
the Kaiser Family Foundation (Rideout, Foehr, and
Roberts 2010) revealed a dramatically different media
ecology in the making.

The sharp rise in daily media exposure among
young people in general and specifically among black
and Latino youth provides evidence of a youth culture
and daily life that is saturated with media—television,
music media, video games, computers, books, DVDs.
According to the 1999 Kaiser report, young people, on
average, were exposed to roughly six and a half hours
of media per day. The 2010 report finds that young
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people are spending substantially more time with
media. Based on self-reported data, Latino and black
youth are exposed to about 13 hours of media a day,
largely through media multitasking. By contrast,
white youth report spending a bit over eight and a
half hours a day with media. Probe further and the
2010 Kaiser report is revealing for another reason: the
amount of time youth report spending online. On a
typical day white youth report spending about one
hour and 17 minutes online compared with Latino
and black youth, who report spending one hour and
49 minutes and one hour and 24 minutes, respec-
tively. The rising rates of online media among black
and Latino youth are supported elsewhere.

By 2005, white, Latino, and African-American
teens were more likely to go online than adults of any
racial or ethnic group (Lenhart, Hitlin, and Madden
2005). During this period the migration of black and
Latino teens to the digital word intensified, and they
were just as likely as their white counterparts to use
social networking sites (Lenhart et al. 2007; Watkins
2009). The number of young people from households
with more modest incomes going online and partic-
ipating in digital media cultures has been increasing
(Lenhart, Hitlin, and Madden 2005). According to
the Pew Internet and American Life Project, urban
teens as well as less affluent teens are more likely than
suburban or rural teens to create and share original
artistic content such as artwork, photos, stories, and
videos online (Lenhart and Madden 2005). African
Americans are 30% more likely than the average
American to use Twitter (Pearson-McNeil and Hale
2011).

In years past the great fear was that the digital
divide would leave black and Latino youth discon-
nected from the social, educational, and civic op-
portunities the Internet affords. However, some of
the most urgent questions today are less about ac-
cess and more about the context and quality of en-
gagement. Specifically, how do race, class, gender,
and geography influence the digital media prac-
tices of young people? Even as a growing diversity
of young people adopts digital media technologies,
not all digital media ecologies are equal. Accordingly,
noteworthy risks and opportunities are associated
with young people’s digital lives. But how are the
risks and opportunities distributed? And are some
youth more likely to experience the risks than the
opportunities?

Genres of Participation

For most teens, digital media and mobile phones rep-
resent crucial aspects of youth culture, community,
and identity. Even as black and Latino participation
in the digital media world continues to evolve, the
specific attributes of their digital media ecologies re-
main largely understudied. Empirically, we know little
about the content or context of their daily digital me-
dia practices. Investigations of the digital lives of black
and Latino youth must focus less on the access gap
and more on the “participation gap.” Whereas the
former defines the issues of technology and social in-
equality largely as a matter of access to computers and
the Internet, the latter considers the different skills,
competencies, knowledge, practices, and forms of cap-
ital that different populations bring to their engage-
ment with networked media. Jenkins and colleagues
refer to the participation gap as “the unequal access to
the opportunities, experiences, skills, and knowledge
that will prepare youth for full participation in the
world of tomorrow” (Jenkins et al. 2006, p. 3).

Black and Latino youth are remaking the partici-
pation gap in ways that are both promising and per-
ilous (Watkins 2010). Young people’s adoption of
digital media is shaped by a mix of factors—social,
familial, economic, cultural, political—that situate a
wide range of digital media activities and forms of en-
gagement. What kinds of digital media practices do
black and Latino youth engage in? And how do their
practices compel a serious rethinking of the more con-
ventional ideas and theories about young people’s
digital media behaviors?

Drawing principally from a number of finely
crafted ethnographic studies, Ito and collaborators
(2010) identity some of the distinct digital media
practices—what they call genres of participation—
among young people. One of the main domains of
youth participation in digital media culture is what
the researchers characterize as friendship-driven prac-
tices. This is a reference to the online activities that
many young people find not only appealing but in-
creasingly necessary as they build social communities,
peer relations, and cultural identities. In instances like
these, young people primarily build spaces through
social networking sites and mobile communication
in order to socialize, communicate, and maintain so-
cial ties while also navigating the drama of teen life.
Through this genre of participation young people
learn how to grapple with many of the long-standing
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rituals of adolescent life, including the management
of their peer networks, sexual identities, romantic in-
terests, and in-group status. Through this genre young
people also learn how to grapple with challenges that
are unique to the digital world, such as online privacy,
publicity, and identity (boyd 2007; Ito et al. 2010).

Ito and colleagues refer to another domain of
youth participatory culture as interest driven. “These
are contexts where kids find relationships that cen-
ter on their interests, hobbies, and career aspirations”
(Ito et al. 2010, p. 16). In instances like these, young
people seek to develop connections and networks that
help them develop expertise in areas of great inter-
est. Participation in digital media culture in cases like
these is not about hanging out with friends but rather
finding what Gee (2003) refers to as “affinity spaces,”
which may include similarly aged peers and adults
who share a passion for an interest, hobby, or activity.
Interest-driven forms of participation offer an oppor-
tunity for deep engagement, learning, expertise, and
mastery with a community that extends beyond class-
mates, neighbors, and local peers.

Ito and colleagues establish a useful framework
for thinking in greater detail about the different di-
mensions of participation that characterize young
people’s involvement with digital media. Friendship
and interest-driven forms of participation clearly situ-
ate distinct literacy practices and learning outcomes.
Some of the outcomes associated with interest-driven
forms of participation—depth expertise, engagement,
efficacy, production, and diverse social networks—
make this a potentially rich social and learning expe-
rience. When interest-driven activities allow young
people to move fluidly between informal and formal
learning environments, the opportunity for “con-
nected learning” emerges.

Whereas most young people engage in friendship-
driven genres of participation, this is not necessarily
true of interest-driven genres. What are the pathways
associated with participation in interest-driven prac-
tices? Moreover, how do interest-driven genres of par-
ticipation track social and demographic indicators
such as race, ethnicity, class, gender, and geography?

Mapping the Digital Lives of Black and Latino Youth

The digital media lives of Latino and black youth are
marked by steady shifts and contradictions. Even as
they are more connected than ever before, Latino

and African-American youth continue to grapple with
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social and economic inequalities that influence their
engagement with digital media. Previous studies
suggest that the digital divide is not exclusively at-
tributable to economic matters (i.e., the inability to af-
ford computers or Internet access) but also implicates
attitudinal and dispositional developments. Seiter
(2008) argues that because of the assumptions and ide-
ologies associated with early computer use—namely,
that it is middle class, white, and “geeky”—the con-
sequences for working-class youth who strive to ac-
quire cultural capital related to the use of computers
might be unpleasant. “It is the penalty of being a nerd,
a geek, a kid too identified with school and teach-

ers,” Seiter (2008, p. 41) writes. For kids who attend
schools, live in homes, and connect to social networks
that lack sufficient opportunities to use computers, de-
veloping an aptitude for the technology offers no real
currency.

At least, the attitudes reported by Seiter were likely
true when computers were associated with spread-
sheets, word processing, and office work. As comput-
ers have evolved and the social and creative capaci-
ties of the Internet have emerged, black, Latino, and
working-class youth have become as likely as their
white and middle-class counterparts to appreciate and
pursue these interests. In one of the first ethnographic
studies of Internet use in the home, the HomeNet field
trial (Kraut et al. 1995) found almost no difference
across race or class in terms of the time and interest
that teens devote to the Internet. By the mid-2000s
the rising popularity of computer-mediated social
networks, especially MySpace (http://www.myspace
.com/), had transformed the disposition of black and
Latino teens toward computer-mediated communi-
cation. A considerable part of the appeal of MySpace
among black and Latino teens was the opportunity
it provided to write and craft social identities and so-
cial spaces and connect with peers through popular
culture and other shared interests.

Hip-Hop, Cultural Capital, and the Young and
the Digital

Historically, the investment of black and Latino youth
in social and communication-based technologies has
been overlooked. Yet the technological aspirations of
black and Latino youth are long-standing. Nowhere

is this more evident than in the context of hip-hop
culture, a complex cultural terrain marked by various
consumption and production practices.
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The origins of hip-hop bear a striking resemblance
to the participatory norms and practices of early 21st-
century digital media culture. Some of the most iconic
creative practices associated with early hip-hop—
aerosol art (graffiti) and turntablism—reflect a seri-
ous social and creative investment in technology for
the expression of identity and community. Early hip-
hop was interest based, peer driven, and propelled by
arich informal learning ecology. Young hip-hop en-
thusiasts did not learn how to remix turntables, rock
rhymes, or make a name for themselves (literally) with
graffiti art in formal learning spaces. They learned
from one another other in dynamic and supportive
social and informal learning ecologies. Black youth
were also early and unlikely adopters of one of the first
popular mobile communications devices, the pager. In
many cases, however, the adoption of pagers by black
youth was linked with deviant and criminal behavior,
especially drug dealing. The adoption of technologi-
cal innovation in hip-hop has long been a source of
cultural capital—that is, a form of prestige and social
currency among a community of peers.

Through hip-hop black and Latino youth develop
specific symbols, cultural objects, and expressions of
taste, knowledge, and consumption—the “distinc-
tions” Bourdieu (1984) refers to as cultural capital.
Whereas Bourdieu links cultural capital to the affluent
classes, other applications posit that cultural capital
is context specific. Thus, what emerges as prestigious
and status conferring in one context may be viewed
as lacking prestige or status in another context. Cul-
tural capital, from this perspective, is not exclusive to
the privileged classes. Rather, cultural capital is situa-
tional, defined and acquired in specific social contexts
(Hall 1992).

The formation of status-conferring goods, prac-
tices, and forms of knowledge in the social and
economic margins has variously been referred to
as subculture (Hebdige 1979), subcultural capital
(Thornton 1996), and nondominant cultural capital
(Carter 2005). In her study of black students, schools,
and achievement, Carter (2005) explores what she
calls “black cultural capital,” a reference to the group
identity, fashion, style, language, music, and spe-
cific repertoires of knowledge acquired by the young
people she examined. Black cultural capital, Carter
maintains, enables young African Americans to gain
what they perceive to be an authentic position of cul-
tural status in their peer community. Though cultural
capital is not the exclusive domain of the exclusive

classes, not all formations of cultural capital are equal.
For example, middle-class—oriented forms of cultural
capital—a preference for classical music or modern
American literature—are assigned greater recognition
and institutional value. Carter explains that teachers
and school administrators often interpret black cul-
tural capital—sartorial style, street slang, and an affin-
ity for rapping—as deviant, disruptive, and counter to
the established norms and expectations maintained
by schools.

Still, hip-hop is a vital source of cultural cap-
ital for young people around the world (Mitchell
2002). Knowledge of hip-hop culture and engage-
ment in distinct practices such as rapping, music
production, spoken word, dancing, sartorial style,
and poetry represent the many formations of cul-
tural capital—embodied and objectified—outlined
by Bourdieu (1986). Through the accumulation of hip-
hop-inflected cultural capital, youth gain social status,
recognition, and mobility in their peer communities
and participatory digital media cultures.

Hip-hop culture is the dominant medium through
which black and Latino teens construct their digital
identities, master unique linguistic practices, assemble
social ties, and navigate their interests in pop music,
videos, fashion, sports, and civic life. Throughout its
history hip-hop has been variously condemned and
celebrated. But the most insightful investigations of
the making and meaning of hip-hop typically illumi-
nate how the cultural practices—graffiti art, dancing,
deejaying, emceeing, spoken word, literature, film-
making, fashion—that make up this unique universe
of youth culture are connected to larger social, eco-
nomic, demographic, political, cultural, and global-
local formations (Forman 2002; Mitchell 2002; Perry
2004; Chang 2005; Watkins 2006; Forman and Neal
2011).

Take, for example, the analysis of how young
black men use social networking sites. Drawing from
sociology (Anderson 1999), urban history (Kelley
1997), media and cultural studies (Watkins 1998), hip-
hop studies (Forman and Neal 2011), and race and
digital media (Watkins 2009), Adam Williams (2011)
argues that the digital media identities, performances,
and self-creation practices of young black men—how
they navigate the popular cultural landscape to gain
recognition and prestige—are based largely on the
desire to gain respect from their male peers. This bid
for respectability is visible across the many platforms
that converge in the use of sites like MySpace and
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Facebook (http://www.facebook.com/), including
music, video, photos, animation, wall posts, and
status updates. Williams argues, based on a series of
focus-group interviews and analyses of social network
profiles, that the young black males in his study use
digital media both to consume and to produce the
masculine poses, scripts, and behaviors they strive to
master.

Focusing on MySpace profiles, Williams observes
the many ways young black men maneuver to accu-
mulate power and prestige within their peer commu-
nity through distinct online cultural practices and
dispositions. The music and wallpaper they choose
align with the hypermasculine poses that are popular
in hip-hop. Additionally, the meticulous posing for
photos that consistently display bare chests, flexed
muscles, and bodies decorated with tattoos and jew-
elry are used to convey strength, sexual prowess, and
what Majors and Mancini Bilson (1993) refer to as the
“cool pose.” The digital media practices and identi-
ties of young black men reflect the extent to which
they covet the fantasies of fame, wealth, and status
that color the most popular expressions of black mas-
culinity in the production of corporate hip-hop. In
this context, content creation and authorship with
digital media develop culturally specific notions of au-
thenticity, social currency, and cultural capital within
a distinct peer community.

Creating and Critiquing with Digital Media

While many of the online behaviors of black and
Latino teens conform to the participatory genres
documented by Ito and colleagues (2010)—namely,
the friendship-driven practices—other behaviors do
not. Engagement with digital media varies among
young people who bring different motivations, in-
clinations, and life experiences to their use of digital
media. What does digital media mean for youth who
may be negotiating economic and familial instabil-
ity, low-performing schools, and marginalized social
networks? What if anything is unique about young
people’s use of digital media in edge communities?
In addition to observing them creating with dig-
ital media, my research has also observed black and
Latino youth critiquing with digital media. Such
youth are thus participating not only in friendship-
driven genres but in “civic-oriented genres.” These are
not necessarily explicitly organized acts of civic en-
gagement but rather casual reflections, content, and
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modes of expression that broaden the scope of youth
digital media practices.

Whereas friendship-driven genres reflect how dig-
ital media are used to negotiate the inward-looking
world of peer cultures, the civic-oriented genres il-
luminate some of the distinct ways in which digital
media are used to look outward and critically at the
world. The experiences of race, class, and geography
can play a crucial role in shaping the civic inclina-
tions that mark the digital media practices of black
and Latino teens.

In fieldwork I conducted in 2007, I encountered
teens who were part of the massive evacuation of New
Orleans families caused by Hurricane Katrina. In the
wake of the epic storm a number of educators, doc-
tors, psychiatrists, and social workers labored to help
children and adolescents develop effective coping
strategies to recover socially and emotionally from
the hurricane. Some of the teens I met had turned to
social media to develop their own ways of coping with
the disaster. In addition to grappling with things like a
new home, neighborhood, and school, teens were also
coping with the sudden and often difficult immersion
into completely new peer communities. The teens
displaced by Katrina “not only had to deal with the
disruption in their families and their own loss, they
also had to come to terms with the loss of their friends
and classmates” (Fothergill and Peek 2006, p. 106). For
many teens displaced by Katrina, the sudden intro-
duction into a new middle or high school presented
serious social, emotional, and personal challenges.

In several cases social media emerged as a tool
for teens to cope with their own anxieties, fears, and
hopes about life in a post-Katrina world. One young
man I met was part of the trail of families forced to re-
locate after the catastrophe. As I learned more about
the life he was making after Katrina, I saw that his
use of digital media was evolving. Prior to Katrina, a
period when MySpace was still the social network of
choice for many black and Latino youth (boyd 2011;
Hargittai 2007; Watkins 2009), he did not use social
networking sites. “I always thought that MySpace was
a waste of time,” he explained. But after Katrina he
began to look at online social networks differently.
Social media, he explained, “is important for me now.
Especially after Katrina. . . . like all of my friends got
spread all over the U.S. and I found some of them
through MySpace.”

In the wake of tragedy, social media developed a
unique resonance in the lives of some teen evacuees.
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For others, the mobile phone became, quite literally,
a lifeline to the peer community they knew before
Katrina. In instances like these, teens’ digital media
repertoire expanded to include reestablishing im-
portant social ties at a time when many were going
through a period of great social, personal, and emo-
tional upheaval. Fothergill and Peek note that young
evacuees used friendships as a support system through
the crisis: “[B]y working to maintain friends, be with
them, and connect with them, they were seeking
ways for their friendships to provide a sense of secu-
rity” (Fothergill and Peek 2006, p. 120 ). This was true
among the teens I met too. They used social media as
a source of social support and emotional security in
their efforts to restore their lives and social ties after
Hurricane Katrina.

Another example of civic-oriented digital media
use is a public memorial that was posted on Facebook
and dedicated to the memory of a young man who
was the victim of homicidal violence. The young peo-
ple who contributed to this virtual public memorial
used social media to express their thoughts and cri-
tiques about life in a socially dislocated community.
A few weeks after the page was created, more than
400 comments had been posted, including remarks
from teens and adults. Several posts expressed con-
dolences for the family, reflections on the loss of a
young life, and anger about the local conditions that
fostered what was consistently described as a sense-
less murder. Many of the comments contributed to
the formation of a community-oriented conversa-
tion about race, social inequality, geography, and the
hidden injuries of racial and class disadvantage that
make life in poor neighborhoods a perilous experi-
ence. Young people and adults posted comments that
assertively questioned the poor quality of life in their
community.

[to and collaborators (2010) remind us that con-
trary to popular opinion, young people are develop-
ing important social, technical, and civic skills while
hanging out online. Young people’s adoption of so-
cial media defies the broad generalizations that typi-
cally dismiss their digital media practices as “nonpro-
ductive” and a “waste of time.” By bringing distinct
cultural sensibilities, social critiques, and lived expe-
riences to their engagement with digital media, black
and Latino youth are not only remaking the digital
divide; they are also expanding the genres of partic-
ipation that mark young people’s engagement with
digital media.

The Mobile Paradox

One of the biggest social and technological shifts in
the new millennium has been the growing number

of teens who own mobile devices, including iPods,
laptops, e-book readers, and mobile phones. In 2004
roughly 40% of 12- to 17-year-olds owned a mobile
phone (Lenhart 2009). By 2010 three in four, or 75%,
owned a mobile phone (Lenhart et al. 2010). The mo-
bile phone is a hub of teen life, serving variously as
the center for teen communication, identity, peer net-
works, and media consumption (Ling 2007; Lenhart
et al. 2010). Although young people in general have
migrated to mobile phones, black and Latino youths’
engagement with these devices is especially robust
compared with their white counterparts. Take, for ex-
ample, the use of the Internet via mobile phones. Lati-
nos are more likely than whites to use mobile phones
for accessing the Internet and email and for instant
messaging, and African Americans are slightly more
likely than Latinos or whites to use mobile phones to
perform these activities (Livingston 2011). From 2007
to 2009 handheld Internet use on an average day grew
by 73% for the general U.S. population, but for African
Americans it grew by 141% (Horrigan 2009).

Much of the empirical data suggest that black
and Latino youth are much more active than their
white and Asian American counterparts when it
comes to using their mobile devices to play games,
watch video, listen to music, and manage their on-
line social networks. According to Rideout, Foehr, and
Roberts (2010), black and Latino youth are the heavi-
est consumers of media content via the mobile phone.
Among racial and ethnic groups, black youth spend
the most time using their phones on a daily basis for
music, games, and videos: almost an hour and a half
(88 minutes), compared with 64 minutes for Hispanics
and 26 minutes for white youth.

Data points likes these compel some to argue that
mobile devices are closing America’s digital divide
(Wortham 2009). In reality, a more complex picture
is forming. If we define the digital divide as largely a
matter of access to technology, then Internet-capable
phones, to the degree that poor and working-class
communities can afford them, may be bridging the
access gap. A surging number of poor households are
choosing to go with a mobile phone over a landline,
largely because they cannot afford both (Tavernise
2011). In 2009 the Pew Internet and American Life
Project reported that African Americans were more
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likely than any other racial or ethnic group to go on-
line via a mobile phone. Latinos, Asian Americans,
and African Americans are more likely to own smart-
phones than are whites (Kellogg 2011). But if we de-
fine the divide in terms of participation and social
ecology, the issue of mobile phones and equity is
cloudy at best. If mobile phones are primarily being
used as an anytime, anywhere source to access games,
music, and video, then the capacity of these devices to
bridge the participation gap may not be realized.

The mobile lives of black and Latino youth raise
a number of interesting questions about the shifting
contours of the digital divide and represent, more gen-
erally, a mobile paradox. On the one hand, the adop-
tion of mobile phones and the mobile Internet among
African Americans and Latinos suggests they are early
adopters and mobile trendsetters in the United States
(Horrigan 2009). On the other hand, the environment
in which black and Latino teens use mobile devices
suggests that they continue to grapple with the social
and economic disadvantages associated with life in
the social and economic margins. Paradoxically, even
as black and Latino youth are early adopters of mo-
bile devices they are also less likely than white youth
to grow up in households with access to broadband
Internet.

A 2010 report by the National Telecommunica-
tions and Information Administration titled Digital
Nation: 21st Century America’s Progress toward Univer-
sal Broadband Internet Access found that broadband
households tend to be younger, white or Asian, highly
educated, married, and with higher incomes. Con-
versely, households without broadband tend to be
older, black or Latino, less educated, low income, and
underemployed.

Home broadband is associated with a richer In-
ternet experience. Households with broadband, for
instance, are much more likely than those without to
use the Internet for a wider array of activities—social,
educational, political, and recreational. Broadband
households are also much more likely to create and
share content. Youth with home access to broadband
have more opportunities than youth without to build
rich informal learning ecologies that promote digital
exploration, experimentation, and content creation
(Seiter 2008). These outcomes are related to interest-
driven forms of digital media participation and poten-
tially richer learning experiences.

For Latino and African-American youth the mo-
bile phone has become an alternative gateway to the
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kinds of digital media activities they prefer—social
networking, status updates, sharing photos, and con-
suming media like games, music, and video. But is
this path to the online world limited? While mobile
phones can be a tool for creativity, learning, and civic
engagement, credible concerns have been raised that
teens who are restricted to mobile phones for home
Internet use may also be restricted to media ecologies
and social networks that rarely, if ever, afford access
to these kinds of experiences. Although only a small
percentage of young people are using mobile devices
as a powerful learning tool today, the percentage is
growing. The issue is not whether rich and meaning-
ful mobile learning ecologies will develop. As the NMC
Horizon Report: 2011 K-12 Edition (Johnson, Adams,
and Haywood 2011) shows, they already exist. Rather,
the real question is, will these mobile learning ecolo-
gies be distributed in ways that close or maintain
America’s learning divide?

Learning Futures: Digital Media, Literacy,
and the Education Achievement Gap

The increasing use of digital media among black and
Latino youth comes at a time when educators, re-
searchers, policymakers, parents, and technology
advocates are beginning to think in more nuanced
ways about the risks and opportunities associated with
young people’s digital lives (Livingstone and Haddon
2009). Shifts in the digital media practices of black
and Latino youth raise crucial questions and suggest
that delivering a more equitable digital future requires
more than access to technology. Although black and
Latino youths’ engagement with digital media rede-
fines how we think about digital divides and partic-
ipation gaps, a number of issues related to technol-
ogy and social inequality persist. One area of grow-
ing interest is the potential impact of digital media in
the learning futures of Latino and African-American
students.

Even as black and Latino youth have built a robust
informal media ecology, a debate has emerged: To
what extent does their participation in digital media
culture enhance learning outcomes such as motiva-
tion (Ames and Archer 1988), grit (Duckworth et al.
2007), and academic success (Datnow and Cooper
1997) while also encouraging the development of
hybrid learner identities such as writers, design-
ers, journalists, scientists, researchers, and teachers
(Salen et al. 2011)? And what evidence exists that

Watkins / Digital Divide: Navigating the Digital Edge 7



KEYWORDS

Latino and African-American engagement with me-
dia technology produces behaviors and learning out-
comes that might impact the academic achievement
gap?

Despite the recent gains by black students in, for
example, educational testing, they lag far behind
their white counterparts (Barton and Coley 2010).

A 2009 report by the U.S. Department of Education
(Vanneman et al. 2009) found that white students
score, on average, at least 26 points higher than black
students in mathematics and reading on the Na-
tional Assessment of Educational Progress exams. The
achievement gap in civic literacy—a key predictor of
youth civic engagement—is also wide among youth of
different race and ethnic identities (National Center
for Education Statistics 2011).

Several school-related factors have been identi-
fied to explain the achievement gap, including poorly
equipped schools, academic tracking (Oakes 2005),
low teacher expectations (Downey and Pribesh 2004;
Delpit 2005), student attitudes toward academic
achievement (Fordham and Ogbu 1986; Cook and
Ludwig 1998; Carter 2005), and student academic skill
level (Harris 2011). Other researchers look beyond the
classroom—to neighborhood context, familial dy-
namics, demographic shifts—to understand the racial
achievement gap. Ferguson (2006) attributes the racial
differences in academic performance to sharp racial
and ethnic disparities in the home media ecologies
and intellectual lifestyles of students.

In a survey of more than 3,000 students, blacks
and Latinos were much more likely than their white
or Asian counterparts to have a television and com-
puter in their bedroom (Ferguson 2006). Some note-
worthy differences can also be found in what Ferguson
characterizes as the intellectual lifestyles of young
people. White and Asian students, for example, are
much more likely than black and Latino students to
report that they “read almost everyday at home” (Fer-
guson 2006). Assessing data drawn from the U.S. De-
partment of Education, Ferguson finds that white chil-
dren have access to substantially more books at home
compared with their black counterparts. The findings
regarding books are similar to other studies that report
a vast difference in the “literacy environments” that
poor and middle-class youths inhabit (Neuman and
Celano 2001).

In their study of young people’s home media
ecology, Rideout, Foehr, and Roberts (2010) find that
books are the only media that white youth own more

of than do African-American or Latino youth. Also,
black and Latino youth are more likely than their
white, Asian, and Latino counterparts to report that
at home they watch television more than they par-
ticipate in any other activity (Ferguson 2006). These
and other factors, Ferguson maintains, establish home
environments and lifestyles that orient young peo-
ple toward certain media behaviors, literacy practices,
and learning dispositions that contribute to disparate
educational outcomes.

Historically, the research literature on youth me-
dia consumption has consistently reported that black
youth consume more entertainment media than their
white counterparts. Television is a commonly cited ex-
ample (Greenberg and Dominick 1970; Poindexter
and Stroman 1981). As digital media platforms—
computers, mobile phones, the Internet—have be-
come more entertainment oriented and affordable,
their use among modest- to low-income households
has steadily increased—a fact that should come as no
great surprise, given the historical trends.

Though several factors explain the sharp differ-
ences in the leisure lives, media behaviors, and literacy
practices of young people, the most important fac-
tor might be the familial context. The after school
activities of children in middle-class households are
heavily structured and often include adult supervision
and instruction. By contrast, children in poor house-
holds tend to have more unstructured time, and thus
the conditions of their leisure lives vary greatly from
those of their middle-class counterparts (Lareau 2003).
Because poor kids find themselves with fewer oppoz-
tunities for out-of-school extracurricular activities and
adult supervision, they may turn to media entertain-
ment as a way to fill in considerable portions of their
non-school-related day.

The practices associated with the “making up” of
the middle-class child (Ball and Vincent 2005) attempt
to fill time away from school with educationally en-
riching activities. This represents what Walkerdine
(1999) calls the “full diary syndrome,” a reference to
youth whose out-of-school schedules are filled with a
variety of activities that leave little time for leisure in
general and media consumption specifically.

Even as digital and mobile media platforms are
available in a greater diversity of households, the dif-
ferent cultural environments in which young peo-
ple use technology leads to different intensities of
engagement and, ultimately, to different learning
outcomes.
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Conclusion: Digital Literacy = Digital Equity

Ongoing concerns about the digital divide notwith-
standing, black and Latino youth maintain active dig-
ital media lives. Not that long ago black and Latino
youth rarely figured in the national conversation
about young technology users. The data today, how-
ever, strongly suggest that in many respects they

are among the earliest and most resilient adopters

of communications technologies. Through sheer
determination and innovation young people in

the social and economic margins are changing the
shape of the digital divide (Watkins 2010). These
changes, however, are marked by both promise and
peril.

One of the most urgent challenges regarding tech-
nology, diversity, and equity is the need to expand
digital literacy; that is, the development of young
people’s capacity not only to access and use digital
media but to use digital media in ways that create
more enhanced and more empowered expressions of
learning, creative expression, and civic engagement.
The emphasis on digital literacy shifts the focus from
access to the skills and expertise that establish more
robust and more meaningful learning outcomes.

The divide that deserves increasing attention from
educators, media researchers, and practitioners is the
“digital literacy divide.”

Digital literacy is defined in many ways but is
most useful when understood along a continuum
of competencies (Lankshear and Knobel 2008). One
end of the continuum involves what Kathleen Tyner
(1998) calls “tools literacy.” This domain emphasizes
lower-order computing skills and involves teaching
students to use some of the most basic computer ap-
plications, including those for word processing, Web
browsing, search, and navigation. The other end of
the continuum involves the ability to use information
effectively and in the context of specific life situations
in order to enable constructive social action (Martin
2008). This domain emphasizes higher-order comput-
ing skills such as communication across multiple plat-
forms and the ability to create multimodal texts—Web
pages, video, blogs, documents, games, and mobile
applications.

Beyond basic digital literacy is the need to sup-
port a vision that defines digital literacy as a life skill
that is connected to the everyday lives and situa-
tions of youth and their communities. Call it “design
literacy”—that is, the capacity to engage in critical

KEYWORDS

thinking, inquiry and discovery, and real world prob-
lem solving. Tools literacy is foundational; design lit-
eracy is transformational.

Whereas the digital media practices of Latino and
black youth are generally considered marginal, cur-
rent population patterns strongly suggest otherwise.
The 2010 U.S. census presents a revealing snapshot of
a young America undergoing profound demographic
transitions. In many of the major metropolitan ar-
eas in the United States, the youth population is sig-
nificantly shaped by the growing presence of young
Latinos, Asians, multiracials, and African Americans.
The child population represents what William Frey
(2011c¢), senior fellow at the Brookings Institute, calls
a “demographic pivot.”

From 2000 to 2010 the U.S. population under age
18 grew by less than 3%. Latinos, Asians, and multira-
cial youth drove almost all of the growth that did oc-
cur. The 2010 U.S. census shows an interesting trend:
Among Americans age 85 and older, nonwhites make
up 15% of the population, but they make up nearly
half, 49%, of the population under age 5 (Frey 2011a).
A growing number of states (10) and major metropoli-
tan areas (35) currently have minority white child
populations (Frey 2011b). If current birth rates and
immigration trends continue, America will achieve a
national majority-minority child population in a little
more than a decade, by 2023.

These trends underscore the primary crisis in
public education: the failure to provide Latino, im-
migrant, and African-American youth with an edu-
cation that adequately prepares them for the 21st
century. The dropout rates among Latinos and
African Americans remain remarkably high (Greene
2002). Similarly, the poverty rates for Latino chil-
dren, 35%, and African-American children, 39%,
are substantially higher than the 12% rate for whites
(Lopez and Velasco 2011). Any discussion of the fu-
ture of public education must consider these demo-
graphic shifts and the implications for the kinds of
schools, learning environments, and literacy prac-
tices that are forming today. Any serious effort to
secure America’s future labor force, public health,
and civic life must include the transformation of
public education. Digital literacy should be one of
the core goals of the transformation. Although dig-
ital literacy is still considered a luxury in schools lo-
cated in low-income communities, it is, in reality, a
necessity.
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