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Welcome to the first APO Digital Inclusion Collection Brief for 2020. These Briefs provide a snapshot of 
some of the offerings from academic, government and non-government sources available in the APO 
Digital Inclusion Collection. 

Given the extraordinary circumstances presented by the Covid-19 pandemic, this and future Briefs in 
2020 will largely focus on profiling publications that examine the role of digital technologies in the Covid-
19 pandemic and the implications of (and for) digital inequality.  

Currently, the primary governmental response to Covid-19 in Australia, as in many countries, is to 
severely restrict face-to-face human contact outside the home, encourage home-based self-isolation 
whenever possible and the practice of physical distancing when face-to-face public engagement is 
necessary. In response we are witnessing the rapid digital transformation of an extensive set of 
economic, government, cultural and social systems and practices, many of which are likely to remain 
largely digitally mediated after the pandemic abates. Under these conditions the impact of digital 
inequality on social inequality is amplified. Those without the ability to effectively and affordably access 
and use digital technologies will find it immediately and increasingly difficult to participate in 
contemporary economic, social, cultural and civic life. 

Addressing digital inequality has never been more important nor pressing. Wherever possible, such 
interventions should be informed by research. Given the recent and rapid onset of the crisis Covid-19 
specific digital inclusion data collection is in its infancy. The Pew Research Centre’s report Americans turn 
to technology during COVID-19 outbreak is one of few pieces reporting on new data (the report is 
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profiled later in this Brief). Instead, much of the current Covid-19 digital inclusion literature in circulation 
is based on re-contextualising findings of existing research to predict challenges and outcomes under the 
new societal conditions and suggest appropriate policy responses. 

Digital Inclusion and Online Education 

One of the key concerns of the burgeoning Covid-19 digital inclusion literature is how the shift to online 
education delivery will generate disadvantages for the digitally excluded and how this might be 
addressed. Two Australian articles examined in this Brief point to specific inequalities in access and 
digital skills, issues that have also been raised in a general report on how the widespread use of 
technology is impacting Australian children produced by the Gonksi Institute for Education at the 
University of New South Wales.  

(1) School closures will increase inequality unless urgent action closes the digital divide 

The Mitchell Institute for Education and Health Policy is a leading Australian education and health policy 
think tank based at Victoria University. The Institute’s education research, analysis and advocacy work 
includes a focus on schooling and educational opportunity. It is in these domains that Kate Noble, 
Education Policy Fellow with the Institute, has opened a discussion of the impact of the Covid-19 crisis. 

In her article School closures will increase inequality unless urgent action closes the digital divide, Noble 
draws on data from the Australian Bureau of Statistics Household Use of Information Technology (HUIT) 
Survey to argue that despite the high level of home internet access in Australia (86%) significant 
disparities exist based on household income, with those in the lowest income quintile much less likely to 
have access at home. The article also highlights similar socio-economic based disparities with regards to 
access to computers in the home. Noble suggests that a shift to online schooling will mean the 
consequences of this digital inequality further compounds existing educational disadvantages being 
faced by students in low income households. The socio-economic foundations of educational 
disadvantage is well established in the literature, with Noble pointing to evidence produced by her 
colleagues at the Mitchell Institute. Their research found students from low socio-economic households 
are more likely to fall below achievement standards across different education phases from early 
childhood to post-school and that when students from low socio-economic households fall behind in any 
one phase they are less likely to recover to reach achievement standards in later phases than their more 
socio-economically advantaged peers. The implications of the latter are deeply concerning—if digital 
exclusion disrupts the education of students in low socio-economic households during the Covid-19 crisis 
they are less likely to return to a successful educational pathway. 

Drawing on data from the OECD Programme for International Student Assessment survey (PISA), Noble 
argues that the digital divide is not just an issue of internet and device access. Since 2009, PISA has 
adjusted its measures of the ability of 15-year-olds to use their reading, mathematics and science 
knowledge and skills to meet real-life challenges to include indicators of digital literacy. The PISA findings 
cited by Noble show that 27% of Australian 15-year-olds have low digital reading literacy skills – although 
it may have enhanced her argument if she made reference to the prevalence of low digital reading 
literacy skills amongst students from low socio-economic backgrounds (41%). 

The article clearly lays out the unequal consequences of school closures on the grounds of digital 
inequality. Although Noble acknowledges that the initiative of some telcos to provide free data top-ups 
will be of some assistance, she calls for a more comprehensive policy response that might include the 
subsidised provision of equipment and home internet to students or education providers. 

  

https://apo.org.au/node/303281
https://apo.org.au/organisation/198301
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https://apo.org.au/organisation/85171
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(2) Working from home and digital literacy – what can we assume? 

The Australian Council for Educational Research (ACER) is an independent research agency that aims to 
create and promote research-based knowledge, products and services that can be used to improve 
learning across the lifespan. 

In early April, ACER published the article Working from home and digital literacy – what can we assume? 
authored by Julian Fraillon, ACER Research Director - Assessment and Reporting (mathematics and 
science) research program. The article, based on research generated for a paper delivered by Fraillon at 
the 2019 ACER Conference, raises questions of whether Australian school students are sufficiently 
digitally literate and confident to effectively transition to online learning and whether teachers have 
demonstrated the capacity to innovatively use digital technologies in their teaching and learning practice 
to facilitate this transition. To address these questions Fraillon draws on two large survey-based 
datasets: the national dataset derived from the National Assessment Program – Information and 
Communication Technology Literacy (NAP-ICT) study and the international dataset derived from the 
International Computer and Information Literacy Study (ICILS). 

Fraillon notes that there is a widely held expectation that the high level of access to digital technologies 
enjoyed by most Australian school students and their status as ‘digital natives’- having been born in 
internet age – will translate into a high level of digital skills and literacy. While data from NCAP-ICT and 
ICILS reveal that basic skills are highly prevalent amongst both primary and high school students, a lack of 
more advanced digital skills to work independently and critically is evident. Some 46 per cent of 
Australian Year 6 students lack more advanced skills and 13 per cent of Year 10 students. Fraillon 
concludes that “[i]n the context of remote learning, the impact of deficiencies of these skills will be 
magnified as they may inhibit students’ capacity to engage effectively with remote learning, as well as 
being necessary areas of learning themselves”. 

Worryingly, Fraillon is concerned that the ‘average’ Australian student may lack the digital skills to 
ensure a smooth transition from face-to-face to online learning, but the NAP-ICT data also reveal 
significant disparities in digital skill and literacy proficiency based on socio-economic status and 
geographic location. Indigenous students, those with parents with low levels of education attainment, 
not in paid work or employed in low skill occupations, as well as students from regional and remote 
areas report significantly lower than average proficiency scores. For example, while 54 percent of all Year 
10s are deemed proficient at this year level standard, proficiency rates are 24 percent of Indigenous 
Australians, 26 percent for those whose parents did not continue past Year 9, and 29% for those with 
parents not in paid work in the past 12 months. 

The demonstrated digital abilities of teachers to facilitate the transition to online learning is also lacking 
according to data from the two studies. Data drawn from the NAP-ICT study on classroom uses of 
software and online tools reveals that although there has been an expansion in the use of digital 
technologies in classroom teaching, such use is rather rudimentary with “highly innovative uses of digital 
technologies in schools … the exceptions rather than the norm”. Similarly, based on the ICILS study that 
captured both student and teacher use of ICT in classroom teaching and learning the ICILS report authors 
concluded that “…that computers in school education were most commonly being used as digital 
textbooks…”. 

Although Fraillon provides no specific strategies to address how the transition to online learning should 
be managed given the evident student and teacher digital skills deficiencies, he does call on schools to at 
least be mindful of the need for substantial student and teacher support. 

https://apo.org.au/node/303338
https://apo.org.au/node/303339
https://apo.org.au/node/210516
https://apo.org.au/node/210516
https://apo.org.au/node/303340
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COVID-19, New Digital Inclusion Data 

Americans turn to technology during COVID-19 outbreak, say an outage would be a problem 

The Pew Research Centre is a nonpartisan American think tank that has produced a substantial body of 
research on digital inclusion over many years. The Centre used its online American Trends Panel - a 
nationally representative panel of randomly selected U.S. adults – to conduct a survey on how Americans 
are responding to the Covid-19 outbreak. The survey, administered between 19 and 24 March 2020 to 
more than 11,0000 Americans included a set of questions on their use of digital technologies. The article 
Americans turn to technology during COVID-19 outbreak, say an outage would be a problem by Pew 
Research Centre Associate Director of Research Monica Anderson and Research Associate Emily A. 
Vogels reports on data from the survey.  

The Pew American Trends Panel Covid-19 data reveals the major role that digital technologies are playing 
in daily life in the Covid-19 crisis, with the vast majority of Americans (93%) acknowledging that a major 
interruption to their internet or mobile phone service “would be a problem in their daily life”. The 
internet has not only been an important general communication tool for Americans during the Covid-19 
crisis, with 76% of people using email and messaging services and 25% using video calling technologies, 
but also a source of information about the crisis itself, with 70% of Americans conducting online 
searching for information on Covid-19 and 37% using social media to share Covid-19 information. The 
research provides key insights into how existing digital inequalities along socio-economic and geographic 
contours are manifested in digital technology use by Americans during the Covid-19 crisis. The data 
reveals that those aged over 65 are less likely than younger Americans to use email, messaging and video 
calling services, and to seek and distribute information about Covid 19. A similar low-use pattern is 
reported by those with a high school education compared to those who have been to or completed 
college. A geographic division is also evident, with those in rural areas substantially less likely to use the 
internet for communication and information gathering and sharing purposes linked to Covid-19 than 
their urban counterparts. 

Although somewhat rudimentary, this early survey work by the Pew Research Centre is important. The 
collection of new empirical data of this type will enable an examination of exactly how the crisis and 
responses to it are generating, exacerbating or even relieving digital inequalities and provide a key input 
into the design of appropriate policy responses.  

___________________________ 

The APO Digital Inclusion Collection features reports, commentary and other grey literature related to 
digital inclusion in Australia and internationally. The collection is supported by the Centre for Social 
Impact at Swinburne University. 

Dr Chris K Wilson is External Editor of the APO Digital Inclusion Collection. Chris is a Research Fellow with 
the Centre for Social Impact at Swinburne University of Technology and principal analyst for the 
Australian Digital Inclusion Index (ADII) project. 
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