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Abstract

Libraries play a critical role in bridging the broadband connectivity gap. This role became
even more apparent when the global COVID-19 pandemic forced work, school, and other
daily tasks online. As the need for internet connectivity skyrocketed millions of Americans

KEY TAKEAWAYS

Libraries nationwide have kept communities
connected during the COVID-19 pandemic by
providing outdoor Wi-Fi, hotspot lending, and
virtual and in-building resources and technology
support. Federal aid has helped libraries to improve
and expand these critical services.

Library sta responded quickly to the unfolding
public health crisis, leveraging their knowledge of
local connectivity gaps and community needs to
partner with community organizations, local govern-
ments, and businesses to offer broadband service.
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INTRODUCTION

America’s libraries have long been a cornerstone for
equitable access to information and broadband services.
The country’s nearly 17,000 public libraries offer no-fee
internet access, Wi-Fi, and devices, such as computers
and tablets. Many offer formal digital skills building
classes, informal assistance with digital tasks, as well

as hotspots and devices for loan—helping to connect
underserved communities, bridge the digital divide, and
empower people online. At the start of the COVID-19
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Overall, individuals, families, and communities
have faced multiple digital challenges throughout the
pandemic, many of which were a result of the pre-exist-
ing digital divide. These include:

®  Availability—Is home broadband service avail-
able? According to the Federal Communications
#1 T TEOOETTH ET O0AAT AOAAO wwb T 1 TAGEAATO
EAOA ARRAQO 0T E£CEZOPAAA NEgAA ETOAOTA) OAOOEAA
(25Mbps/3Mbps). In rural areas, that number falls
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= Adoption—If internet service is available, are people
taking advantage of it? As of 2021 Pew Research
FIOTA 0EA0 APPOTEE T AGAIU 0EOAA NOAGOAOO jxcP(
of rural Americans have the internet at home. In
AT TRACEOTTH xx b Tk OOAAT ETOOAETIAO ATA xwb T#
suburban ones reported having home broadband.

= A ordability—Are broadband service and end-user
devices (computers, tablets, etc.) affordable for the
household in question? Some research suggests that
the majority of households lacking home broadband
are in urban and suburban areas, not rural ones—
due primarily to affordability and not access issues.®

= Usability—Do people have adequate digital and tech-
nical skills to effectively use the internet and related
devices?

m  Adequate bandwidth—With additional devices and
TAAOZATTOOATO ET TA ETOAOTAO O0AN £0 AATAXEAGE OOHE-
cient to support required activities?™°

= Data caps—Are there data caps on the household’s
broadband usage, and, if so, is the allotted data
adequate to meet increased connectivity needs? Is
additional data affordable?

How Libraries Bridge the Connectivity Gap

Since the 1990s the country’s nearly 17,000 public
libraries have provided a digital safety net—ensuring
that Americans without home internet connections

or those who lack the necessary digital skills can get
online. School and higher education libraries are also
an important source of internet access and assis-
tance for K-12, community college, and university
students nationwide. Beyond basic access to digital
infrastructure, libraries offer community members the
opportunity to leverage these tools to explore their
passions—offering coding programs for teens, start-up

Digital disparities have very real impacts for both youth and adults
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incubators, makerspaces, and more. As a result, library
staff are often deeply knowledgeable about local
connectivity needs and digital skills gaps.

Libraries and librarians are also prepared when
it comes to disaster response. Following the key role
that libraries played in the Hurricane Katrina recovery
the Federal Emergency Management Agency (FEMA)
recognized libraries as essential community institutions
for post-disaster restoration.’® Libraries have aided
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uncertainties, libraries pivoted to make use of existing
resources and relationships. Libraries immediately
stepped up to offer safe connectivity options by: provid-
ing and/or procuring outdoor (“parking lot”) Wi-Fi;
loaning hotspots and other devices such as tablets and
laptops; offering virtual, curbside, and in-library support
for the tasks that library users need to complete online;
and engaging in connectivity-related partnerships with
(See Box 3 for a summary of the library connectivity
approaches). Each of these library roles in the COVID-19
response is further documented below.
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Throughout the pandemic library parking lot Wi-Fi
has provided a critical baseline connectivity.*? Among
the uses, libraries reported that “patrons frequently
used Wi-Fi in the parking lot to apply for unemploy-
TATO AATANEOO ATA AT TDIAGA ETA ADPIEAAGETTO ><EEIA <A
were closed to the public.”*® Other uses have included
completing school work, accessing telemedicine, and
staying connected with friends and family (see Box 4).
OAQEETC IT0 7£2&F EAO AIOT DOTOEAAA OTAGPAAOAA AATANEN0S
For instance, the Boca Raton Public Library in Florida,
reported that, “due to [the] parking shortage at the local
university, we have a high number of adult students on
laptops, [using the library Wi-Fi and] participating in
online classes and research.” While the library had not
0RO TOO 0T OPAAETEAATIU AEA OTEOAO0EOU OOOAATO0N E00 7 E285
helped meet an emergent need. In sum, the widespread
availability of this service at libraries allowed many
Americans to complete crucial tasks as the country was
forced to adapt to fast changing circumstances.

Libraries also have worked to extend their Wi-Fi
signals further beyond library walls. The Twin Lakes
Library system in Georgia, for one, used TV White space
to expand connectivity. The library also investigated
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using AirFiber technology, which provides faster access
speeds to expand options for the rural community
though it requires line of sight.
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households in an area where connectivity gaps exist.*
While, in Canaan, Vermont—a remote part of the state
with limited access to broadband—the library used a
grant from Microsoft to extend Wi-Fi to a popular park.
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recognizing the need for library users to get online
beyond library walls. These initiatives—sometimes
0AOCAOAA 0T ODAAETEA DTPOIAGETTO OOAE AQ G0OAATOOM
jobseekers, or the homeless—allow patrons to check
out hotspots for periods of time, ranging from weeks to
months (See Box 5). Not surprisingly, as the pandemic
unfolded, demand for this service rose in many commu-
nities. In Texas, for example, just before the pandemic
shuttered schools and businesses (early March 2020)
10 Dallas libraries received 900 hotspots for people

to borrow. Two weeks later, all of them were checked
out.*2 4EA —AOAE ¢riqm 0, 1 0000AU FTOTA 0EA0 cpb Tk
library respondents reported offering hotspot check-
outs as a service prior to COVID-19 and continued to do
01N ET AAAROETT g TR IEAGAOEAO £ T TAACAOAIU AGDATARA
or added this service when the pandemic shut things
down.*?
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class, “Google My Business and Crisis Management,”
participants learned how to develop and enhance their
virtual storefronts, including how to customize their
message, manage reviews, and communicate with past
and future customers.>® While many libraries work to
support small businesses and entrepreneurship under
normal circumstances, the game-changing nature of the
pandemic meant that new kinds of support were needed.
The Schlow Centre Region Library in Pennsylvania, in
turn, began offering access to Zoom subscriptions to help
people stay connected when they could not gather in the
physical space of the library. The library’s Zoom “virtual
community rooms” can be reserved for two hours at a
time and accommodate up to 300
people.®

Additionally, libraries found
ways to offer virtual support to
people who either have trouble
accessing the internet at home or
who need help to complete online
tasks. Again, as many Americans
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