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Literacy and Learning

In discussions of the digital divide, literacy is an issue that is often overshadowed by access. Providing access to every family, and every community would not solve the digital divide.  Unless all citizens are able to learn and apply a wide set of literacy skills, mere access to technology will mean very little. 

Because information technology evolves quickly, it's becoming more important for people to have the skills to evolve with it.  Life long learning or skill building is necessary in the age of information technology.  Individuals from K-12 school through retirement must learn to adapt and apply technology appropriately. It's important that citizens have ample opportunities to learn these skills, especially when you consider the fact that within the next several years, fully half of all jobs will either be in the IT industry or will require IT-related skills. Whether it's using technology effectively to improve student learning in a rural high school, or implementing successful IT adult education programs in the inner city, strategies must be created for improving literacy and learning opportunities. If these skills cannot be acquired, digital opportunities cannot be realized. 

Content

Like no other communications medium in history, the Internet allows for ideas and information to be shared freely from citizen to citizen, from community to community. In many ways, the overall strength of the Internet is a function of the number of people and organizations creating quality content for it. Unlike other media such as TV and radio, the Internet is totally decentralized - since no single entity controls it, anyone with Internet access has the potential to contribute content to it. 

ADVANCE \d4
To ensure digital opportunity, steps must be taken so that all citizens are able to receive diverse content that is relevant to their lives, as well as produce their own content for their families, their communities and for the Internet at large. Whether it's about producing content that is useful to an audience with limited literacy skills, or making Web sites more accessible to people with disabilities, the issue of content is a major factor in the digital divide equation.

ADVANCE \d4
Economic Development

Economic development and the digital divide go hand-in-hand for many reasons. Communities with the tools and skills to compete in the digital economy are at a distinct advantage over communities that don't. The situation in a given community can build upon itself, for better or for worse. A community with a well-educated, technology-literate population is more likely to attract and sustain new businesses, and these new businesses in turn attract more well-educated, technology-literate people into the area. Conversely, a community that lacks reliable access to technology and the skills to use it is less likely to attract and sustain new businesses that could potentially serve as a catalyst to economic prosperity. If communities are to remain competitive in attracting, retaining and developing businesses in today's economy, they must develop modern telecommunications facilities and cultivate a well-trained workforce to stay viable. 

ADVANCE \d4
The Role of Skills Development, IT Training and Certification in Closing the Digital Divide Information Technology is a global industry that changes rapidly as its underlying technology advances.  The fundamental drivers that helped get the IT industry started have not changed.  The challenge to keep up with technological advances continues today.  In fact, technological progress has picked up pace dramatically and will continue to penetrate more and more industries and markets in all the national economies in the FTAA region. 

The future success of industries and economies will increasingly be built on the adaptability of the technology infrastructure, including its technical,  capital and especially its labor components.  For example, according to a recent report by Simonsen Associados, the BrazilianIT sector alone employs about 1.1 million or about 1.5% of the workforce.  With an expected IT sector growth rate of 15% to 20% per annum over the next two years, the IT skilled personnel deficit is projected to reach 243,000 over that period – despite a 7% unemployment rate for the economy as a whole (International Data Corporation).  Compared against the projected US deficit of 400,000 to 600,000 technically skilled  – in an IT sector totaling more than 12 million, the Brazilian IT sector faces an enormous task.  This will be true for much of Latin America -- where internet use is projected to double by 2003 (Brazil was already the seventh largest internet user globally in 2000).

To meet this skills requirement, a new style of worker will be needed. These new professionals will require broad technical and soft skills applicable to many industries, as IT development permeates the FTAA economies.  IT workers will need to be flexible and adaptable, always prepared to learn new skills and transfer their experience and knowledge to different job roles and responsibility areas. As IT-dependent industries’demands emerge and evolve, IT training and certifying institutions must be prepared to understand the nature of the skills needed, and be able to meet new skill requirements as they become apparent.

The worldwide demand for IT-skilled workers includes the need to fill open positions, as well as individuals with the appropriate skills required for high performance and creative work. Employers increasingly want an integrated set of hardware, software, technical, management and business skills in their workers at all levels.  For example, the IT industry not only needs engineers but also help-desk personnel, repair technicians, project managers, sales and marketing specialists and others with this integrated skill set.

IT companies want more people – faster. Recruiting and retaining qualified employees is a top priority for this sector worldwide.  Human resource managers want to reduce their worker development costs by eliminating redundant training. They need systems in place that aid efficient recruiting, hiring, training and promotion, and increasingly rely on clearly identified career paths, globally transferable skills and credentials that are 

industry-recognized, respected and adopted. They want education/training institutions to use industry-developed, globally-recognized standards for potential-employee development.   In the short term, they are turning to solutions such as: the outsourcing of corporate IT functions to third-party vendors, the use of both employees and consultants sourced from around the world and working together as teams, and continual training to upgrade employees’ skills. The long-term solutions require cooperative efforts between the private sector, governments and the education system.

Providing classrooms with hardware, software and broadband access is clearly not enough.  Teachers must be trained to be IT trainers-- not just IT literate.  Core-skills curricula need to be developed to focus students on the truly important and useful information in the field and linked upward with increasingly advanced and more specific technical specializations. Short-term training programs should be made available through training companies, schools, community colleges and special programs, leading to 

industry-recognized certification credentials. And just as important, technicians need to be trained to set up and maintain integrated IT-learning systems on-site.

IT needs can be met through a systematic effort that incorporates career awareness, close partnerships with education and training institutions, certification of both technical and management skills, an efficient system to link prospective employees with employers and a process to enhance lifelong skills development and achieve the flexibility needed to respond to rapidly changing technologies.

ADVANCE \d4
CompTIA Response to the Digital Divide

In the United States and internationally, the Computing Technology Industry Association (CompTIA) is working to address one of the digital divide’s critical issues, a shortage of qualified, entry-level information technology workers.  Unfilled jobs throughout the industry lead to missed opportunities, slow company growth and have a negative impact on the national economy.  CompTIA established JOBS+, a workforce development initiative, in 1998, to partner with corporations, government and educational institutions in developing new pools of talent for the industry from under-represented populations.

ADVANCE \d4
Education To Careers - through JOBS+, CompTIA works with secondary and post-secondary schools, as well as Not-For-Profit and government training programs to train and certify young adults, dislocated workers and under-skilled. Currently, there are 2500 Educational/Not-for-Profit/Government CompTIA member organizations that are training and certifying individuals. 

JOBS+ also produces IT Career Awareness material, including brochures, posters, and internship manuals.  In the future, the Career Awareness campaign will be expanded to include a speakers bureau, joint media advertising with major corporate members and the TechCareer Compass for individuals interested in mapping out a career in IT.

ADVANCE \d4
An online Job Bank (www.jobsplus.org) is also provided for individuals holding at least one CompTIA certification.  It is the only Job Bank on the Internet that validates the certifications and provides employers with a targeted pool of qualified candidates.  There are currently 11,000 registered job seekers and 500 job postings.
ADVANCE \d4
Dislocated Worker Training - The Workforce Investment Act of 1998 provides the framework for a unique national workforce preparation and employment system designed to meet both the needs of the nation’s businesses and the needs of job seekers and those who want to further their careers.  The Department of Labor recognizes CompTIA certifications as the standard for the industry and a measure of the skills necessary for successful entry into the IT industry.  Once accepted by the 660 local Workforce Investment Boards, these certifications will be come a measurable standard for the dislocated workers being retrained for new careers.

CompTIA certifications are already a widely used tool in many local Workforce Investment Boards with training for the A+ and Network+ certifications.  CompTIA currently works though training companies and organizations to make training for these certifications part of the dislocated worker training programs.  Preparing dislocated workers must also ensure the participants possess the necessary workforce skills and have experience to demonstrate they can utilize the skills measured by the certifications. 

ADVANCE \d4
The U.S. Department of Labor/Veterans Employment & Training Services (VETS) povided a $200,000 grant to CompTIA in 1999/2000 to develop and implement an IT Training, Certification and Job Placement program for individuals recently separated from the military.  At the completion of the grant, CompTIA developed an Operations Manual for VETS that they can use to implement this program in other locations throughout the U.S.  
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