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In the midst of the 2020 COVID-19 pandemic, universities were forced to alter how

classes were taught. Most classes quickly transitioned to online instruction.

New research in Natural Sciences Education focuses on the impact of internet access

on student learning experiences and the ability of faculty to maintain personal

teaching styles in the context of online instruction. Specifically, this article discusses

the role of internet access in higher education for rural students and instructors.

Synchronous classes (where participants are “live” online together) typically require

high-speed internet capabilities. Asynchronous classes, on the other hand, can

function with slower connections as students access course materials at their

discretion. In 2019, 57% of U.S. farms had broadband access while the remaining 43%

of farms used slower internet connectivity, suggesting that rural students may face

barriers to fully engaging in their online courses.

Rural Americans lag behind their urban and suburban counterparts in broadband

access, and the authors suggest that these inequities should be taken into

consideration as higher education transitions from the pandemic back to a pre-COVID

academic environment. Recognition of differences in internet access and capabilities

will help ensure the inclusion of rural students who live in the digital divide.
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