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Abstract In modern information and knowledge societies, which are organized on the basis of effectively
exploiting information and knowledge, education plays an important role. Education contributes to the wellbeing of
individuals, national prosperity and economic growth. Nevertheless, research has persuasively shown that social
inequalities persist in modern information and knowledge societies, as new forms of inequalities emerge. These
inequalities revolve around the so called “digital divide” among people from different socioeconomic backgrounds
and class differentials in access and success within higher education. In this paper we undertake a review of the
literature, pointing out implications for policy makers and suggesting directions for future research.
Keywords: information and knowledge societies, digital divide, social class inequalities
Cite This Article: Iakovos Tsiplakides, “Social Inclusion and Equity in Modern Information and Knowledge
Societies.” Journal of Sociology and Anthropology, vol. 2, no. 1 (2018): 9-13. doi: 10.12691/jsa-2-1-2.

1. Introduction
In recent decades, after the massification of education
[1], which was often combined with efforts to produce
fairer education outcomes [2], education lies at the heart
of the political and academic agenda in most countries.
Reforms in relation to education have been implemented
so as “enable nations and individuals to meet the
challenges of the 21st century” [3] and to increase their
competitiveness [4]. As a result, sociologists of education
examine the ways in which “educational processes affect
the way people think, live and work, their place in society
and their chances for success or failure” [5].
In modern globalized societies education plays a central
role. Education is considered as a means that impacts on
two interrelated levels. First, it helps individuals by
providing them with skills and knowledge that will help
them in their lives. Second, it boosts national growth and
the development of an antagonistic economy. According
to official documents education is important at all levels,
from primary to tertiary education. Students, regardless of
socioeconomic background or ethnic minority should be
provided with opportunities to succeed in the educational
system.
This brings to the fore the issue of social inclusion and
equity in education. According to OECD [6] equity in
education has two dimensions – fairness and inclusion.
Fairness “basically means making sure that personal and
social circumstances – for example gender, socio-economic
status or ethnic origin – should not be an obstacle to
achieving educational potential”, while inclusion means
“ensuring a basic minimum standard of education for all –
for example that everyone should be able to read, write
and do simple arithmetic” [6]. Education for all means that
everybody should be provided with ample opportunities to

realize their full potential and is closely related to social
justice and an inclusive society [3]. The two dimensions
are closely intertwined: tackling school failure helps to
“overcome the effects of social deprivation which often
causes school failure” [6].
Apart from these parameters of social inclusion and
equity, the issues of widened access to higher education
and success within it are also considered as crucial aspects
of the equity agenda. In the next parts of the article we
examine each of these parameters separately, especially in
relation to the emerging information and knowledge societies.

2. Modern Information and Knowledge
Societies
Widened access to higher education means that all
students should be able to attend higher education,
regardless of barriers arising from their socioeconomic
background, such as financial constraints. Most countries
have acknowledged the importance of increased access
and have implemented policies for the expansion of
participation in higher education as a means to increase
individual and national prosperity [7].
Policies for the increase of participation in higher
education are a result of recent developments (a) in the
technological domain and (b) developments in the
economy at a global level. These developments are
interrelated. In relation to the first development that
regards innovations in the technological domain, “the
expansion of communications, with television, mobile
phones, and email and internet providing ever easier
access to knowledge and being available in far flung
locations, has had the effect of heightening the demand for
higher education worldwide” [8]. These technological
innovations, such as the personal computer, World Wide
Web, smartphones, etc. have their origin in the late 1970s [9].
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As far as developments in the economy are concerned,
according to Eggins [8], initiatives and measures aiming at
the expansion of participation in higher education
constitute a natural progression due to “the pressures
generated by the impact of globalisation and the desire to
take part in the knowledge society” [8]. In modern
information and knowledge societies social and economic
relationships are not organized on the basis of material
goods or manual work [10], but on the basis of effectively
exploiting information and knowledge [11]. Similarly,
Daniel Bell, who was the one to conceive the concept of
the information society, uses the terms “information
society” and “post-industrial society” to refer to modern
societies in which manufacturing employment is declining,
while the service sector is increasing in importance and
now the majority of workers are “information workers”
[12]. Consequently, manual work is replaced by whitecollar work [9]. In other words, the changing distribution
of jobs seems an effective criterion to describe a society as
an information society, since “as work that demands
physical strength and manual dexterity, such as hewing
coal and farming the land, declines to be replaced by more
and more manipulation of figures and text, such as in
education and large bureaucracies, then so we are entering
a new type of society” [9]. People work mainly with their
minds, and not with their hands [10] and information is
both the means and product of all processes [13].
Developments in computer and telecommunications
provide the infrastructure that enables information to be
processed and distributed, which in turn results in the
blending of national and regional economies [14]. Introducing
the concept of “flows of information”, Manuel Castells
argued that the dominant social structure of the society we
inhabit is that of a “network society”, in which the source
of productivity is generating and processing knowledge
[15,16]. Castells [16] contends that a basic characteristic
of the network society is the informational economy “in
which sources of productivity and competitiveness for
firms, regions, countries, depend, more than ever, on
knowledge, information, and the technology of their
processing, including the technology of management, and
the management of technology. It is also a global
economy, since its main activities are able to work “as a
unit in real time on a planetary scale” [16]. Castells’
writings about the network society are important, since
they “have helped us think more clearly of the mobilities
of peoples, products and information in a globalizing
world” [17].
Sociologists have argued that in these societies
education plays an important role, especially as regards
occupational attainment [18]. In general sociologists of
education have convincingly proposed the view that the
educational system is central in the allocation of
advantage in societies [19,20]. It has also long been
argued that the education system, being itself a “site of
struggle and compromise” [21], serves to reproduce social
class and economic inequality [22] and that “class
inequalities are likely to be reproduced” [23]. Those with
limited or no access to education have difficulty in the
transition to the labour market and as a result face the
danger of social exclusion. Young people, in particular,
face the above dangers, because the educational systems
in many countries have not managed to take measures to

deal with (a) the digital divide, (b) early leaving from
eduation, and (c) the unequal representation of people
from different socioeconomic backgrounds in tertiary
education. Each of these factors is described in the
following sections.

3. The Social Origins of the Digital Divide
If most workers are now “information workers”,
it is only natural that people need to have access to
Information and Communication Technology (ICT) as
well as skills and knowledge that will help them use it in
ways that will be beneficial for them. Research has shown,
however, that not all people have access to ICT and, most
importantly, the skills to use it effectively. People differ in
relation to access to ICT, and most importantly, the
internet and also as regards internet usage [24]. What is
important is that these differences are largely attributed to
social class differentials.
The term “digital divide” was originally used to refer to
differences in access to ICT, and especially the internet,
among people from different social groups. These
differences were most evident between people who
belonged to different social classes. For instance, research
findings indicated that people from lower social classes
had lower rates of internet access in comparison to people
from upper or middle class backgrounds. However, the
widespread diffusion of the internet and its ubiquitous
presence in virtually all domains of life, means that the
digital gap is not a matter of access. Empirical
investigation indicates that virtually everyone has internet
access, regardless of socioeconomic background.
Therefore, the differences are not related to internet access,
but internet use [24,25,26,27]. This means that initially
interest focused on the issue of inequalities in relation to
internet access, the so-called “first-level’ digital divide
[28,29,30]. The widespread diffusion of the internet means
that researchers now focus on the “second-level’ digital
divide, examining how people use the internet and benefit
from it [31,32,33].
In this framework, research has shown that people from
upper and middle class backgrounds use the internet in
ways that are of benefit to them. Research findings show
that middle class university students use more frequently
the internet for educational purposes than students from
working class students. For instance, they use the internet
in order to find information for project work, or
postgraduate studies, while working class students use it
more often for entertainment purposes [11].
But why is the digital divide important? First, in
relation to social inequalities, “the digital divide raises an
important social question, because unequal access to ICTs
may cause additional disadvantages for the already
marginalized groups in society” [34]. In addition, the
concept of digital divide is extremely important, since in
information and knowledge societies effective use of ICT,
and especially the internet, is crucial in the transition to
the labour market. It means that certain groups of people,
such as those from lower social classes or ethnic minority
students, do not have access to information sources or do
not use them effectively. As a result, these people from
less privileged socioeconomic backgrounds do not have
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equal opportunities for participation in the society as
active citizens, and they are also more susceptible to social
exclusion [13].
To summarise, research findings indicate that the digital
divide is a complex issue and inequalities manifest
themselves in many forms. Most importantly, research has
consistently provided strong evidence that there is a digital
divide between people from different social classed in
terms of internet use. Differentials exist no more as
regards physical access to the internet, since access is now
universal. The digital divide is now traced as far as
differences is usage, skills and experiences when people
are online are concerned [34,35]. The difference between
people from different social classes is not one of access,
but one of use [36,37,38].
It is important to note, however, that these views have
been challenged. Some researchers believe that there is a
digital divide or that it is not a serious problem [39]. He
argues that the digital divide will disappear in the end, as
have other technological divides in history [39,40], since
the costs involved continually drop, so more and more
people will adopt the new technologies.

4. Increased Participation in Upper
Secondary Education
Another danger faced by young people, thus
undermining equity in educational outcomes, is related to
early leaving from education, that is, the fact that many
students do not drop out without graduating from upper
secondary education. In relation to the International
Standard Classification of Education (ISCED 2011), upper
secondary education corresponds to level ISCED 3 and is
defined as programmes which are “typically designed to
complete secondary education in preparation for tertiary
education or provide skills relevant to employment, or
both. Pupils enter this level typically between ages 14 and
16” [41]. Its duration varies between 2-5 years according
to the country in general academic education programmes,
while even greater variation exist in vocational education
and training programmes [4].
Equity in education is not related only on educational
outcomes in relation to higher education, but to the lower
levels of education as well. Participation in upper
secondary education, after compulsory education, is
important, since it “consolidates students’ basic skills and
knowledge through either academic or vocational
pathways, aims to prepare students to enter further levels
of education or the labour market and to become engaged
citizens” [42].
Participation at this level of education is crucial because
in modern information and knowledge societies, it can
provide young people with the knowledge and skills
required for entering in the labour market in globalized
settings. Official data on participation in upper secondary
education in Europe are encouraging. They provide strong
evidence that “seventy-nine per cent of young people in
Europe aged 20-24 successfully completed upper
secondary education (ISCED3)” [43]. However, data
indicate that “out-of-school rates for youth of upper
secondary school age are far greater than those for
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children and adolescents of primary and lower secondary
school age” [44].
In this framework, all students need to participate in
higher education, and not only those who are academically
oriented and have high school performance [6]. Nonparticipation in education after compulsory education is an
issue that undermines equity and the reduction of social
class inequalities. According to OECD, those who are
more prone to discontinuing their studies after compulsory
education are students from lower socio-economic groups
[42].
The reasons for dropping out include “disenchantment
with school, lack of support at home, negative learning
experiences and having to repeat years because of poor
performance” [6]. A substantial increase in participation
rates in upper secondary education can be achieved by
providing attractive vocational tracks (not only general
tracks) and enabling students to enter higher education or
move to the labour market with qualifications from
vocational programmes. Identifying students who are at
risk (e.g. those with lower performance levels in lower
secondary education) and providing them with guidance
can also help.
Teaching and learning methods can also be instructive
in encouraging students to stay at school after compulsory
education. Teaching methods that increase student
motivation to learn are those who are learner-centered,
take into account the students’ needs and preferences,
promote collaborative and experiential learning and
increase students’ critical thinking and creative skills. For
example, project work can be used in the classroom, since
there is empirical evidence that it provides motivation to
all students, regardless of school performance, to
participate in activities. Students who feel that their talents
and needs are valued by the educational system are more
likely to continue their studies after compulsory education.
This is important especially for students from lower social
classes with lower levels of cultural capital [45]. These
students are socialized in the family [46] in a way that
does not allow them to integrate into the culture of the
school. Thus, they usually face difficulties and have lower
school performance. Indeed, the relationship between
social class and school performance has been proven in
empirical research. Working class students usually have
lower performance than their middle class counterparts.
The latter have higher levels of social and cultural capital
that enables them to navigate the school system with a
sense of belonging [47,48]. For these students, success at
school and high performance is something that is taken for
granted, so they and their families adopt “strategies of
social reproduction” [49].
Increased participation in upper secondary education is
crucial, as it is linked to the transition to higher education.
This is discussed below.

5. Widening of Participation in Higher
Education
We have already seen that modern information and
knowledge societies require a highly skilled workforce.
This is important both for individual benefit and finding
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an occupation, but also for national growth and prosperity.
For example, data show that higher education graduates
enter in the labour market more quickly than people who
have completed lower secondary education [42]. It is
important to note, however, that opposite views have been
expressed. For example, Bowles and Gintis have argued
that the relationship between schooling and future
economic success is explained only partially explained by
the cognitive skills learned in school [51,52].
A highly skilled workforce needs a higher education
sector with two characteristics. First, a higher education
sector that provides quality courses in accordance to the
needs of the economy, so that graduates can find a job.
Second, widened access is important so that all students,
regardless of socioeconomic background, can enter higher
education and complete their studies. In this paper we are
primarily concerned with the issue of widened access and
success within higher education.
The prospect of individual and national prosperity in
modern information and knowledge societies cannot be
achieved unless success in higher education is a feasible
goal for everyone who wishes to participate in it. Research
findings show that success in higher education is not a
feasible goal for everybody. Researchers in the field of
sociology of education attribute this to the following
issues. To begin with, students from lower social classes
are underrepresented in higher education, despite the
expansion of participation. In addition, these students are
underrepresented in high status higher education institutions
and departments [53]. Finally, they have lower completion
rates than their middle class counterparts. For instance,
working class students have lower retention rates and face
more barriers during their studies. These barriers include
financial challenges, difficulties adjusting to the university’s
culture, difficulties meeting academic demands, etc.
To sum up the above discussion, what is needed is not
simply increased and expanded access, but widened access.
Expanded access refers mainly to quantitative increase in
the number of people who participate in higher education.
The term widened access carries a qualitative aspect,
meaning that people from all social groups benefit from
higher education, participate equally in it and there are
expectations for completion of studies.
The above issues have important implications for issues
of equity. In modern globalized societies equity is not an
automatic process. In other words, equity does not come
as a natural progression. This, in turn, means that
measures should be taken to bring about equity.

6. Conclusion
The above discussion is concerned with an issue that is
central to sociology of education - how the education
system reproduces social inequality. The issue is not new.
Over 56 years ago, Bernstein examined the way in which
schools reproduce social class advantage within the
education system and, consequently, in society [5,54]. The
Coleman Report [55] and Jenck’s studies focused on
educational opportunity and the relationship between
scholastic achievement and factors such as social class,
gender and ethnicity [56].

In globalized information and communication societies,
education at all levels, and especially higher education,
plays an important role. Apart from national growth,
higher education can, under certain conditions, contribute
to a significant reduction in social inequalities. However,
students’ possession of capital, “the social products, both
resources as well as rewards, of a field through which
individuals carry out competitive social action” [57] plays
an important role. Student’s financial, cultural and social
capital, defined as social networks that afford access to
important social goods, [49,50,58,59,60], is still a
predictor of their future educational and occupational
trajectories.
A literature review shows that in many countries there
are similar challenges and obstacles that need to be dealt
with. However, solutions are not always easy to design,
and may prove more difficult to implement. In any case,
we should bear in mind that universal solutions that apply
to all countries do not exist. Instead, solutions and
initiatives need to take into account the specific
characteristics of each country and the general societal,
political, cultural and financial context [3].
The above analysis has also indicated directions for
future research. First, research should focus on the
“second level” digital divide, that is, the divide concerning
usage. Research on this issue is important, since “the
digital divide raises an important social question,
because unequal access to ICTs may cause additional
disadvantages for the already marginalized groups in
society” [34]. Second, in relation to the digital divide,
“monotopical measures of digital divide” [25] that focus
only on one aspect of the digital divide (e.g. age,
occupation, education, time spent online, family structure,
etc.) should be replaced by more holistic approaches that
examine the wide variety of factors impacting on the
digital divide and also take into account “the context of
the digital divide in each nation” [25].
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