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Losing Ground

Bit by Bit:

Low-Income Communities in
the Information Age

hen Tony Riddle, executive director of Manhattan Neighborhood
Network, wants to emphasize the importance of information to
social welfare, he tells the story of “Juneteenth.”

June 19 commemorates the day in 1865 when slaves in Texas first
learned that Abraham Lincoln had issued the Emancipation Proclamation.
Lincoln actually signed the proclamation much earlier—in 1863. But the
Texas slaves, deprived of this information, had to wait two and a half more
years before finally achieving freedom.

Today, it's hard to imagine anybody being denied information so vital
to his or her well-being for so long. Yet in ways more subtle but never-
theless insidious, some people lack access to the emerging information
resources of the digital age. By 1998, we may assume that every
American has at least heard of, if not used, the global computer network
called the Internet. But while kids in wealthier households may now take
access to technology—at home, at school, or at the local library—for
granted, the lack of access to up-to-date computers in low-income com-
munities and to affordable Internet service in rural areas leaves many
people cut off from good jobs and the chance to participate in the affairs
of the broader society.

Indeed, even as digital technologies are bringing an exciting array of
new opportunities to many Americans, they actually are aggravating the
poverty and isolation that plague some rural areas and inner cities.
Advances in telecommunications are speeding the exodus of good jobs
from urban areas to the suburbs, leaving inner cities and rural areas more
isolated than ever from the kinds of jobs, educational opportunities, qual-
ity health-care services, and technological tools that they need to be able
to contribute to the overall economy.

This technology gap has ominous implications not just for the low-
income communities that are directly affected, but for the entire society.
“We are witnessing the fracturing of the democratic institutions that hold
us together” warns Armando Valdez, chair of the California
Telecommunications Policy Forum, a group of leaders from ethnic com-
munities who examine the impact of telecommunications policies. “The
possibility of an information underclass is growing.”

This need not be the shape of our future, however. With some effort,
information technologies could help us address problems of chronic pover-
ty. While they clearly are no substitute for other anti-poverty efforts, they
could be used to facilitate the kind of networking and exchange of infor-
mation vital to community building. They could enable social service agen-
cies to operate much more efficiently and reach a broader public. They
could empower individuals and groups who have been excluded from pub-
lic discourse by allowing them to reach new and wider audiences. New
technologies could provide data that communities can use to understand
and attack problems relating to housing, crime, health, and other concerns.



This report, the latest in Benton's “What's Going On" series explor-
ing public interest issues in the Information Age, examines the technology
gap in low-income communities, assesses what barriers are slowing the
spread of new technologies to the underserved, and describes some of
the most promising efforts to produce a more equitable distribution. It
reflects our conviction that the design of the communications system
through which we will talk to one another, learn from one another; and
participate in political and economic life together is too important to be
left to the free market alone. Public interest advocates—including repre-
sentatives of the poor—must play an active role in both the policy arena
and the marketplace to ensure that the emerging networks meet the
basic economic, social, political, and cultural needs of everyone, regardless
of their ability to pay or where they live.

We all have a stake in achieving this inclusive future. As B. Keith Fulton,
director for technology programs and policy for the National Urban
League, states, society is an organism and communications networks are its
nervous system. Just as the whole body suffers if some parts of it aren't
able to communicate with the rest by nerves, society suffers if some indi-
viduals and communities are digitally disconnected."There is value,” Fulton
argues, “in every community—in the barrio and the ghetto, in Appalachia,
in Chinatown, in uptown and downtown, and eastside and westside.”

The report begins by discussing what we currently know about the
extent of the technology gap and its implications. In Part Il, we examine bar-
riers that complicate efforts to close the gap. Part lll describes policy issues
that affect access to new communications technologies. In Part IV, we
examine a wide range of community-based efforts that we believe illus-
trate approaches that offer the best hope of bringing about a more equi-
table distribution of the benefits of the digital age. Finally, PartV lists some
additional resources for those interested in pursuing these issues further.
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he Technology Gap

n an October 8, 1996, article describing one of California's technology
corridors, the Wall Street Journal captured some of the enthusiasm
many people feel for the revolution arising from the marriage of com-
puters and communications networks. “Silicon Valley," it said, “is in the
midst of an epic boom, opulent even for this glittering edge of America.”

But such riches haven't reached many low-income communities—
even ones like East Palo Alto, which is right in the middle of Silicon Valley's
technological abundance. “Anywhere else in Silicon Valley, your parents
use computers, there is a shop down the street to sell you a computer,
another to fix your computer, another to give you computer classes,
(and) there are Kinko's everywhere,” notes Bart Decrem, director of a
California youth technology initiative called Plugged In."In East Palo Alto,
there's none of that”

The contrast between affluent and low-income communities may be
particularly sharp in places like Silicon Valley, but it exists almost every-
where. The simple fact is that poor communities are entering the
Information Age far behind their wealthier neighbors.

“While [middle-class communities] are rapidly approaching the
'next cycle,' the technology of the previous cycle has already bypassed
the inner city,” says Richard Krieg, executive director of the Institute for
Metropolitan Affairs, a public interest organization in Chicago committed
to seeking practical answers to problems involving education, health care,
and crime. Krieg notes that while families in affluent areas are rapidly
acquiring home computers, people in many low-income neighborhoods
have little exposure even to earlier generation tools such as laser scanners
at supermarkets and bank automatic tellers. “Despite limited empirical
study of technology diffusion..., it is clear that computerization, telecom-
munications, and mass media applications are dramatically underrepre-
sented in distressed urban areas.”

As Krieg suggests, the technology gap is not simply a reflection of the
choices made by individual households. The deeper problem is that many
poor neighborhoods lack the infrastructure available in affluent areas.
Groups such as the United Church of Christ that have studied patterns of
telecommunications investment have found that, all too often, telephone
and cable companies have moved quickly to wire wealthier suburbs with
advanced systems, while poor; inner-city neighborhoods aren't upgraded.
While public attention is often focused on whether individuals can get a
service, the equally important problem is that lack of adequate telecom-
munications facilities makes an area less attractive for businesses. This can
feed a spiral where the lack of investment at the community level leads
to fewer economic opportunities for people who live there. As a result,
the poverty in the neighborhood makes it a less inviting target for invest-
ment, further aggravating the problem.

The same neighborhoods that lack infrastructure are comprised of
households that are far less likely to have the tools of the Information Age.
In an August 1996 survey of southern Californians, the Los Angeles Times



found that just 22 percent of households earning less than $25,000 had
access to computers, compared to 69 percent of those with incomes over
$50,000. “Poor neighborhoods of the region are just totally cut off from
the potential benefits of an economy that integrates such vast scientific
skill,” says Mike Davis, a Los Angeles historian and teacher of urban stud-
ies at the Southern California Institute of Architecture.

More recently, according to a Computer Intelligence 1998
Consumer Technology Survey, 80 percent of families making more than
$100,000 have computers. By contrast, of those families making less than
$30,000 a year, only 25 percent have computers. A 1998 study led by
David Birdsell of Baruch College found significant disparities in the area
of education: of people with an undergraduate degree or higher, 53 per-
cent use the Web while only 19 percent of people with a high school
education or less are Web users.

While demographic trends are changing quickly, there is some evi-
dence that race and income may interact in troubling ways. A 1998
Vanderbilt University study based on Nielsen data from late 1996 and early
1997 indicates that racial inequities in computer ownership and Internet
access jump significantly when household incomes drop below $40,000. In
such cases, African Americans were less than half as likely as whites to own
a home computer and about 60 percent as likely to have Internet access.

Similar trends appear in telephone service, a much older technology
that many poor Americans still don't have. While all but 6 percent of USS.
households have telephones, 43.5 percent of families who depend entire-
ly on public assistance and 50 percent of female-headed households living
at or below the poverty line lack even this basic technology. And African
Americans and Latinos lag about 10 percentage points behind their white
counterparts in access to telephones even when income is held constant.

Worrisome Trends

There is no easy way to measure the impact of the current inequitable
distribution of information technologies, but it clearly is becoming an
increasingly important contributor to inequality in America. The Office of
Technology Assessment (OTA) described the effect as “‘the concentration
of poverty and the deconcentration of opportunity.”

Email, video conferencing, fax machines, and computer networks are
making it easier for jobs to migrate from city centers to suburbs and
beyond, the OTA explained in a 1995 report. These technologies are
enabling industries that once had to be close to customers and related
businesses to operate at greater distances. Similarly, they are allowing dis-
tributors and financial institutions like banks and insurance companies to
consolidate operations and locate “back room” facilities farther from their
customers, eliminating many downtown jobs.

At the same time, new technologies have led to sweeping changes in
manufacturing processes, making old factories in urban centers obsolete.
The OTA estimated that the 28 largest counties in the Northeast and
Midwest lost one million jobs in the 1980s.The city of Chicago alone has
more than 2,000 unused manufacturing sites, according to Krieg.

DEFINING THE TECHNOLOGY G AP



As employers take advantage of technological advances to relocate
to suburbs, the labor market in many cities has become fractured. Many
highly skilled managerial and professional jobs remain downtown because
they require a great deal of face-to-face contact and networking. But
increasingly, the only work for unskilled people consists of low-paying, ser-
vice sector jobs. Such jobs offer little hope of advancement, and inter-
mediate jobs that would help less skilled workers climb career ladders
are hard to find.

“We are witnessing the wholesale disappearance of work accessible
to the urban poor” concludes Milton |. Little, Jr, executive vice president
and chief operating officer of the National Urban League. His view was
confirmed in 1996 by Harvard sociologist William Julius Wilson in When
Work Disappears: The World of the New Urban Poor.

But the cities' loss has not been the rural areas' gain. “Without inter-
vention, unemployment, poverty, and out-migration will likely increase,
exacerbating the structural problems typical of rural areas’ the OTA
warned in an earlier report, Rural America at the Crossroads: Networking for
the Future. "Unlike routine manufacturing industries that migrated to rural
areas in search of lower production costs, today's high-technology indus-
tries are attracted by a highly skilled workforce and communications net-
works to other economic markets and information centers. These are pre-
cisely what rural areas lack.

“Poor, rural communities are already isolated,” observes Amy
Borgstrom, executive director of ACENet, an organization dedicated to
using networking technologies to open new markets for citizens in
Appalachian Ohio. “There is low access to infrastructures.” Borgstrom
argues that information technologies could enable isolated communities—
rural and inner-city—to compete economically with other regions. “But
without infrastructure, training, and access, information technology and
these opportunities will pass these communities by," she says.

Who Suffers?

The technology gap is taking a toll on individuals, communities, and soci-
ety at large.

The cost to individuals is most obvious. By the year 2000, 60 percent
of jobs will require skills with technology, according to Larry Irving, Assistant
Secretary of Commerce for Communications and Information. Moreover,
notes the Office of Management and Budget, 75 percent of all transactions
between individuals and the government—including such services as deliv-
ery of food stamps, Social Security benefits, and Medicaid information—wiill
take place electronically. People without technology skills or access to elec-
tronic communications will be at a considerable disadvantage.

This is already clear in today's job market. The gap between wages
for skilled and unskilled workers has been widening for some years as
employers increasingly compete for well-trained workers who can use
new technologies. Between 1979 and 1995, for instance, real wages
dropped 23 percent for people with less than a high school education and
|2 percent for those with only high school diplomas, while wages rose 4
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percent for college graduates and 12 percent for people with advanced
degrees, according to the Economic Policy Institute, a Washington think
tank. Economists David Autor and Lawrence Katz of Harvard and Alan
Krueger of Princeton found in a March 1997 study that the spread of
computer technology may explain as much as half of the increase in rela-
tive demand for more skilled workers.

More recently, The Washington Post reported that students with lim-
ited or no access to computers are falling behind in skills that educators
and parents worry will cost them later. These students are less exposed
to a diverse range of facts and ideas than their computer-owning class-
mates, and they are increasingly at a disadvantage when it comes to skills
that will be needed in college and in the job market.

People with relatively poor access to computers suffer disadvan-
tages that stretch beyond the labor market. Unless there is intervention,
“fewer and fewer Americans will be able to fully participate in our
nation's economic, social, civic, and government life,” the Department of
Housing and Urban Development (HUD) says on its website. HUD has
established a “Neighborhood Networks” initiative to assist disadvantaged
Americans living in HUD-insured or -assisted housing gain access to
information technologies.

“The rich are going to be getting richer in terms of information,” says
James Katz, a researcher at Bellcore and co-author of a survey on Internet
usage. “The information poor will become more impoverished because
government bodies, community organizations, and corporations are dis-
placing resources from their ordinary channels of communication onto
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the Internet.... To the extent any demographic group becomes excluded
from and underrepresented on the Internet, it will also be excluded from
the economic fruits that such participation promises.”

The technology gap may also slow efforts by low-income communi-
ties to help themselves. A growing number of civic activists believe that
modern communications networks are an important tool for fostering civic
engagement. According to Harvard political scientist Robert Putnam, civic
engagement—whether in PTAs, bowling leagues, or any of the associations
people form to address specific issues—can facilitate coordination and
communication, foster the emergence of leaders who can help generate
collective action, and reduce incentives for people to act solely in their own
self-interest. Research in fields as varied as education, urban poverty,
unemployment, crime, drug abuse, health, and economic development
recognizes that the resulting “social capital” can enable communities to
deal more successfully with social problems. Communities without access
to communications networks may find it more difficult to sustain the civic
engagement that can lead to these improved outcomes.

Communications technologies may be especially important to neigh-
borhood-based organizations, many of which struggle in relative isolation
to deal with such daunting problems as abandoned housing, poor street
maintenance, crime, substandard health care and education, and environ-
mental threats. Yet the Urban University and Neighborhood Network
(UUNN), a coalition of universities and community organizations in Ohio,
found in a recent survey that most such organizations have neither
Internet access, nor believe that they could afford it. According to the
UUNN, organizations without access may be undermining their own



prospects for survival because the Internet in at least some cases is not
only the most efficient resource for information, but also for updates on
pending legislation and funding opportunities.

“Those who lack access to the Internet...will lose out in an increas-
ingly competitive environment,” the UUNN concluded. “Because so many
neighborhood-based organizations are small, geographically isolated, and
woefully underfunded, their members don't have efficient access to the
information needed to understand all aspects of their neighborhood
problems and the paths toward solutions.”

This lack of infrastructure strikes some as particularly worrisome
because it comes at a time the federal government is forcing individuals
and communities to become more self-sufficient. Cuts in spending on social
programs and the new, strict work requirements imposed on welfare recip-
ients make it more necessary than ever that low-income people take
responsibility for their own well-being, but their task is greatly complicated
by the lack of communications tools and other networking opportunities
that people in affluent areas take for granted."lIt's as if we're asking them
to pull themselves up by their boot straps, and we are taking away their
boots,” says Joey Rodger; president of the Urban Libraries Council.

Katherine Willis, of the Alliance for Community Technology at the
University of Michigan, believes that exclusion of certain groups from
these communications tools could also have profound implications for our
society’s ability to function as a democracy. “When democracy functions
well, individual perspectives balance each other out,” she notes."But if | can
lobby my congressman with email with a click of a button, and those on
the other side of an issue don't have such easy access, laws will be made
that don't reflect the full population’s beliefs.”

Can Schools and Libraries Help

the Poor Catch Up!?

Traditionally, we have looked to schools and libraries to help eliminate
disparities in access to information resources. Unfortunately, through no
fault of their own, many of these institutions mirror the technology gap
rather than mitigate it.

Despite considerable progress, schools in low-income communities
have fewer computers and modems than schools serving wealthier dis-
tricts. According to Computers and Classrooms: The Status of Technology in
US. Schools, a study by the Educational Testing Service (ETS), minority and
poor students had significantly less access to computers in their classes
than more affluent children. Schools with minority enrollment greater than
90 percent had a student-to-computer ratio of 17 to |, compared to the
national average of 10 to |. For computers with advanced graphics and
interactive video capabilities, the discrepancies were even bigger: While 62
percent of schools in high-income areas had Intermet access in 1995, just
31 percent of schools serving low-income populations had access, accord-
ing to the Department of Education's 1996 report, Getting America's
Students Ready for the Twenty-First Century. ETS's later study found that the
number of schools with Internet access rose markedly in 1996, but the gap
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remained: 75 percent of schools in high-income areas and just 55 percent
in low-income areas had Internet access."The kids with the most needs are
getting the least access,” an ETS researcher told the Washington Post.

Insufficient hardware or network connections aren’t the only—and
may not even be the biggest—problems for schools in poorer communi-
ties. Because of inadequate teacher training, these schools may not be
using the computers they have in ways that have the greatest long-term
benefits for students. All too often, they use computers for rote learning
or drill exercises. In wealthy schools, on the other hand, where there gen-
erally is more money for curriculum development and teacher training,
computers tend to be used more for complex learning activities, analysis,
and writing—skills that command higher wages in today’s economy.

As Delia Neuman at Maryland College of Information Services put it
ina 1990 study that remains one of the few academic analyses of the issue,
“economically disadvantaged students, who often use the computer for
remediation and basic skills, learn to do what the computer tells them,
while more affluent students...learn to tell the computer what to do.” (The
Benton Foundation explores the educational role of computer networking
in its report, The Learning Connection: Schools in the Information Age.)

Libraries, meanwhile, are working to reduce inequality in access to
new technologies, but they lack resources to do the whole job. According
to Richard Kreig, public libraries in the city of Chicago had just one com-
puter for every 20,000 residents they served in 1995, while libraries in the
city’s suburbs had one for every 13,000 residents. Krieg asserts that the
discrepancy would be even greater if figures were available to compare
the number of computers available in libraries in low-income sections of
Chicago to those at suburban libraries.

Internet access is also spread unevenly among libraries, with the
greatest disparity between libraries in urban/suburban and rural areas.
While 72.3 percent of all public libraries had some type of Internet con-
nection in the spring of 1997, library systems serving populations of
25,000 and above had a better than 90 percent connectivity rate, accord-
ing to The 1997 National Survey of U.S. Public Libraries and the Internet,
Those serving populations of 5000 or less had a connectivity rate of
around 56 percent. Even among libraries that are connected, Internet
access for patrons varies widely.

There is a direct link between the wealth of a library’s neighborhood
and the ability of that library to serve its neighborhood information needs,
argues the Urban Libraries Council’s Joey Rodger. “Ninety percent of
library funding is local,” she says.“Where there are many, many poor peo-
ple, the local library has less capacity to serve them.”
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to Closing the Gap

ack of resources in low-income communities can't explain the technology

gap alone, although that clearly is an important factor The low priority

that society puts on equal access to telecommunications hardware,
combined with skepticism among the poor about the benefits technology
might bring, also hinder deployment of new information infrastructure in
impoverished neighborhoods. Any plan to achieve a more equitable distri-
bution must address these attitudinal barriers in addition to surmounting
the considerable financial obstacles.

Societal Priorities

Many Americans view advanced telecommunications tools as technologi-
cal "gadgets” and don't perceive an overriding public need to ensure their
equitable distribution. They consider the new technologies part of what
Princeton University Professor Jennifer L. Hochschild calls the “economic
domain” rather than the “socializing domain.” According to Hochschild’s
research, Americans expect equality in the socializing domain, which
includes goods like education, health care, and basic political rights, but we
tolerate much wider differentiation in the economic domain.

Because many people consider information technologies part of the
economic realm, proposals to use public funds to establish community access
centers often encounter resistance. “Access is still in a consumer mentality,”
says Peter Miller, director of the Community Technology Centers' Network,
a coalition of over 200 programs and agencies that provide training and com-
puter time to people who typically lack access."It's compared to swimming
pools or tennis courts. The whole idea that a community access center is a
place where people get empowered—no one's there vyet.”

In fact, information technologies increasingly are taking on character-
istics of goods in the socializing realm. “Email is not like a commodity or a
gadget, where we've grown to expect socio-economic stratification,’
noted Tora Bikson, the co-author of RAND's Universal Access To E-mail, in
a December 1995 interview. “Rather; it's much more a means for access-
ing information, communicating, and exchanging ideas (and participating
in) voluntary associations, civic organizations, (and) political activity...If
people are cut off from the means to participate in these kinds of activi-
ties, it really has a negative impact on society as a whole.”

Computer networking is so new that its full social role is still being
defined. But studies of families who can't afford basic telephone service
offer some indication of the importance of telecommunications in people's
lives. Jorge Reina Schement, a communications scholar at Penn State Uni-
versity, cites research that low-income families without telephone service
face barriers to seeking public assistance, and are dangerously isolated in
cases of emergency. In 1987, a Montana court decided that lack of a
phone was a real barrier to gaining employment. The court based its deci-
sion partly on a study showing that individuals without phones have a
harder time scheduling job interviews or communicating with prospective
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employers, noted Ellis Jacobs, director of litigation for the Legal Aid Society
of Dayton, Ohio.

Similarly, a study conducted by the National Consumer Law Center
for the Maine Public Utilities Commission showed that 80 percent of
households whose electric service had been cut off had no telephones
and that people without a phone were underrepresented in payment
plans. This reflects, at least in part, the fact that families who lack phone
service have trouble contacting utilities and social service agencies to seek
benefits for which they are qualified.

Ambivalence about Technology

Many low-income people themselves are skeptical about the value of dig-
ital technologies.That isn't surprising, since poor people have little exposure
to the new technologies and their experience with previous technologies
may not have been as positive as middle-class policymakers might assume.

“Do people feel that computers are going to be crucial for their
future?” asks Jonathan Lange, a community organizer for Baltimore United
in Leadership Development (BUILD).No. People don't have computers.
They don't have them in their homes. They don't have them at school.
They don't even have phones.”

In research commissioned by the Markle Foundation in 1996,
Bellcore Labs found that “‘a disproportionate number of African American
and Hispanic respondents reported not being aware of the Internet”
Some 58 percent of those who weren't aware had household incomes
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below $25,000.Those figures may understate the problem.*'Despite mas-
sive amounts of publicity, few people know what the World Wide Web s,
how it can be accessed, and what kinds of information can be obtained by
its use,” Theresa E. Anderson and Alan Melchior wrote in Assessing
Telecommunications Technology as a Tool for Urban Community Building.

Carol Edwards, director of programs at the National Education
Association's National Foundation for the Improvement of Education,
blames the technology gap partly on the way computer technology is sold.
Cars, furniture, housing, and other big-ticket items often come with financ-
ing options, but computers, which are marketed mainly to the middle
class, often must be bought all at once.“Look at where you buy comput-
ers: in upper-class malls or through mail order,” Edwards says. “People in
poor communities don't have easy access to these distributors.” Nor do
many poor people have checking accounts or credit cards, which often are
required to get an Internet account, she adds.

While schools and libraries often provide access, training, and sup-
port for many who otherwise would not have any entry point to the
Internet, these institutions face an uphill struggle to overcome the skepti-
cism of many people in low-income areas."Poor people—maybe because
of illiteracy, maybe because part of being poor means being unconnected
to public institutions—may not come to libraries for access,” says the
Urban Libraries Council's Joey Rodger.

But Bruce Lincoln, manager of community outreach and development
at the Institute for Learning Technologies, interprets that ambivalence in
another way."It's understandable that folks are skeptical, but when the prin-
cipal, the parents, the students, and the teachers are involved in the design
and decisionmaking, they quickly overcome their initial ambivalance.”

The troubles encountered by schools and libraries illustrate an
important point about the dissemination of computer technology. As the
Bellcore survey demonstrated, many people—over half of those sur-
veyed—Ilearned about the Internet not through these institutions, but
rather at work or through family or friends. Only one in five was intro-
duced to the technology at a university or through some other formal
course. Similarly, a 1996 national public opinion survey of library users
published by the Benton Foundation in Buildings, Books, and Bytes found
that a strong plurality would go to “somebody they know" rather than a
librarian for help with technology.

This suggests that narrowing the technology gap will be more diffi-
cult than simply introducing computers or offering classes. Top-down
efforts may prove to be frustratingly slow. Creative ways will have to be
found to make computer networking more a part of the social lives of
people in low-income neighborhoods.

Lack of Political Clout

Because relatively few people in low-income communities see much value
in new technologies, their neighborhoods are less vocal in demanding ser-
vices from communications providers. Indeed, many lack the basic infor-
mation needed to exercise political leverage.



Ethel Long-Scott, director of the Women's Economic Agenda Project
(WEAP) in Oakland, California, believes that without strong activism, poor
communities will be saddled with regional communications plans that
don't serve their best interest. WEAP has launched a “women and family
center’ to provide education and training in the computer and communi-
cations technology, to foster development of women- and minority-
owned small businesses, and to involve Oakland's grassroots leadership in
a program of community revitalization.

In Oakland, there are “scattered efforts” to apply technology, but the
community groups sponsoring these efforts aren't strong enough to sus-
tain a comprehensive effort, Long-Scott says. Wealthy areas like Sunnyvale
and Cupertino in California are more likely able to make long-term tech-
nology plans, while decisionmaking bodies in poor communities continue
to be “overwhelmed,” she suggests.

In the absence of strong grassroots pressure, telecommunications
providers appear unlikely to deploy new technologies to low-income
communities voluntarily anytime soon. GTE failed to replace party lines
with private lines in rural Hawaii until 1991, when subscriber complaints
finally led to a court order requiring the move. More recently, Bell Atlantic,
which told New Jersey residents in 1992 that it would connect every
home and business with fiber optic cable, so far has only wired corpora-
tions and large suburban business areas. The company has announced
plans to connect suburban neighborhoods on schedule, but it has not
released plans to connect the poor areas of the state's largest cities,
including the state's empowerment zones.

Bell Atlantic says it connected the regions with the most demand first
and that the whole state will be connected by 2010. But people con-
cerned about the wellbeing of low-income communities aren't satisfied.
Concerned that the empowerment zones won't be able to attract need-
ed investment and businesses without new communications technologies,
New Jersey's rate payer advocate filed a complaint with the state's board
of public utilities. “Bell Atlantic New Jersey has not only inequitably
deployed broadband in the past, singling out suburban areas for preferen-
tial treatment, but it apparently plans to continue that practice in the
future,” the advocate, Blossum A. Peretz, told the New York Times. In
response to these and other assertions, Bell Atlantic has moved aggres-
sively to invest in community-based organizations serving low-income
neighborhoods.

To be sure, telecommunications providers face difficult decisions as
they build communications networks for the new century. The costs of
building capacity that exceeds the reach of a region are considerable. In
1994 and 1995, North Carolina's telephone companies partnered with
the state and built the North Carolina Information Highway (NCIH), an
advanced telecommunications infrastructure for voice, data, and video
transmission. The WEFA Group, an economic consulting firm, estimates
that the project will cost $450 million by the end of 1999, and the state
auditor's office has estimated that the project will cost $1 billion over the
next nine years. It costs as much as $100,000 to equip each new NCIH
site, and users face charges of about $3,000 a month, plus $23 an hour
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for video usage (after the first 50 hours, which the state subsidizes) and
$483 per month for data usage. Most prospective customers can find
lower-tech, cheaper alternatives—a strategy encouraged by the fact that
users of the system must acquire extra hardware to connect to the
Internet. With fewer government and private subscribers using the NCIH
than originally expected, projected price reductions based on volume
could fail to materialize.

As such examples demonstrate, policymakers and advocates face
tough choices as they seek to ensure creation of an affordable communi-
cations network for the future that also serves democratic ideals.
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What’

he Policy Arena

overnment policies will go a long way toward determining whether

new information technologies widen or narrow social divisions. To

ensure that the digital future brings opportunity for everybody,
regardless of income or geography, public interest advocates must play an
active role in the continuing debate over telecommunications policy.

Universal Service

A key issue will be whether society's traditional commitment to universal
access to telecommunications keeps pace with changing technology.
Already, advocates have scored some significant gains on this front. For
one thing, the Telecommunications Act of 1996 strengthened two pro-
grams designed to keep basic telephone service affordable for low-
income families: Lifeline, which reduced monthly charges for an estimated
4.4 million customers through 1997, and Link-Up America, which reduces
initial connection charges. Under the new law and regulations that took
effect in January 1998, consumers in all states will be eligible for Lifeline
and Link-Up assistance. Each Lifeline consumer will receive $5.25 per
month in federal support. In addition, for every dollar a state offers in uni-
versal service support, the federal government will kick in an extra 50
cents, up to a maximum of $1.75. Under this formula, a low-income con-
sumer's bill could be reduced by $10.50 per month if the state contributes
$3.50.The new law also established that qualifying customers can contin-
ue receiving basic telephone service even if they are unable to pay their
long-distance charges.

The debate over universal service is far from over. The Federal
Communications Commission (FCC) must periodically review what com-
munications services should be covered by universal service policies. At
the same time, states are free to establish their own definitions that go
beyond federal conventions. Although the definition currently is drawn
rather tightly, public interest advocates foresee a day when some services
that currently aren't eligible for universal service support will be recog-
nized as essential. For instance, Maxine Rockoff, a founder of the
Information Technology Initiative at United Neighborhood Houses of
New York, argues that our definition of universal service should be
expanded to include at least three new components: access to a com-
puter with a World Wide Web browser, a personal Internet email address,
and the capability to make one's own information available via the Web.

At the moment, public officials haven't been willing to go as far as
Rockoff recommends. Even the states that have established the most
expansive definitions have not required discounted rates for much beyond
basic telephone service; they simply have defined basic services to include
touch-tone dialing, access to long-distance carriers, and 911 services.
Wisconsin has concluded that advanced services should be accessible in
some form, though it doesn't require that they be provided to every
home or be subsidized as substantially as basic services. California law-



makers recognize community organizations as eligible for universal service
support, while Louisiana moved to include community networks as eligi-
ble for universal service discounts.

The issue is a difficult one for policymakers, who must strike a balance
between competing interests when establishing universal service policies,
notes Thomas W. Bonnet in Telewars in the States: Telecommunications Issues
in a New Era of Competition. On the one hand, they do not want to let the
market establish technologically wealthy and technologically disadvantaged
classes. But they also do not want to require rate payers to subsidize new
technologies for which there is no demand. As Bradley Stillman, then the
legislative counsel for the Consumer Federation of America, told the Wall
Street Journal in 1994:"| don't want to be forced to pay for the interactive
video games or movies-on-demand of my neighbor down the street.”

But at what point does a technology become important, as Montana
Public Service Commission member Bob Rowe puts it, “to a household's
ability to be part of the social and economic community’? Federal and state
policymakers will need advice on this issue for years to come, and public-
interest advocates will have a vital role to play in the continuing discussion.

Perhaps the most important addition to the government's universal
service arsenal is a new provision, also launched by the 1996 telecommu-
nications law, that primary and secondary schools and libraries can receive
basic and advanced telecommunications services at discounts ranging
from 20 percent to 90 percent below commercially available rates. The
most disadvantaged schools and libraries, as well as those in rural areas,
would receive the highest discounts. The discounts, also known as the
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“"e-rate,” which could total as much as $2.25 billion per year and cover
basic as well as advanced telecommunications services, will be financed
with revenues from long-distance telephone charges.

Advocates like the National Urban League argue that the benefits of
universal service should be broadened to include educational and devel-
opmental nonprofit organizations. These organizations, says the League,
“are a vital part of the second-chance opportunity structure of these
United States. Anything less than the full participation of community-based
organizations in the resource pools of the Information Age is a disgrace.”
The League's B. Keith Fulton concludes that “the most competitive and
forwarding-looking states will include all competent service organizations
as part of their formula for sustaining programs and maximizing the state's
workforce development initiatives.”

Federal Programs

In the meantime, advocates should be ready to advise a number of fed-
eral agencies that will help shape the telecommunications future. The 1996
law established a Telecommunications Development Fund (TDF) to make
loans to small businesses to promote competition in telecommunications
and to stimulate new technology development. The fund, which will oper-
ate as a nonprofit corporation and will be capitalized with interest earned
on money raised in spectrum auctions, can be used “to support universal
service and promote delivery of telecommunications services to under-
served rural and urban areas.” As of March 1998, the TDF has $22 million
to provide assistance and financing to small communications businesses.

The federal government also identified the National Educational
Technology Funding Corporation as an organization that could help states
leverage funds for educational technology. Deena Stoner; executive direc-
tor at the Council for Educational Development and Research, predicts
that the corporation will help states to finance improvements in school
infrastructure so that school buildings can support technology. " Even if
you could afford a computer for every four students, what about the infra-
structure issues?! You can't have computers without enough electric plugs
or security systems, or with leaky roofs.” The corporation will depend on
congressional appropriations for its funding.

These new agencies join others that already have been encouraging
more widespread access to the communications tools of the digital age.
Since 1994, the Telecommunications and Information Infrastructure
Assistance Program (TIIAP), part of the Commerce Department's
National Telecommunications and Information Administration, has awarded
332 grants totaling more than $100 million for projects aimed at helping
nonprofit hospitals, tribal and local governments, libraries, schools, and com-
munity centers use information technologies. Matching funds have raised
the total amount generated to more than $250 million. By design, every
THAP site serves as a laboratory on how to use new technologies to bet-
ter serve the public. Some of the primary tenets of TIIAP grants include
creating partnerships, supporting the end-user, providing access to the
underserved, and developing tools to evaluate the impact of technology.



The Department of Housing and Urban Development (HUD), mean-
while, devised the Neighborhood Networks Initiative to provide training
and access for residents of HUD-financed properties. Neighborhood
Networks supports the development of community technology centers
in public housing. Currently, there are over 340 Neighborhood Networks
centers open, with more than 1,060 planned. HUD also was concerned
that the increasing frequency of online government and commercial trans-
actions would leave citizens served by its programs severely disenfran-
chised and ill-equipped to achieve self-reliance given a significant projected
decrease in funding for federal rental assistance over the next five years.
HUD provides some funds for Neighborhood Networks sites, but it says
these should be considered “gap fillers.”

State Regulatory Commissions

State regulatory commissions will be another important arena for deci-
sions affecting equal access to new technologies. Here, too, public interest
advocates have a major role to play.

The opportunities were illustrated by a case in Ohio, where the
Legal Aid Societies of Dayton and Cleveland helped win concessions
from Ameritech that led to establishment of a number of community
technology centers. Representing clients including the American
Association for Retired Persons, the Ohio Department of Education,
and the Greater Cleveland Welfare Rights Association, the Legal Aid
Societies accused Ameritech of overcharging customers. A negotiated
settlement ultimately provided for establishment of |4 community com-
puting centers in seven Ohio cities and creation of a fund that finances
reduced telephone rates for low-income households and school tech-
nology efforts.

Public interest advocates also won a significant victory from the
California Public Utilities Commission. In the late 1980s, the commission
found that Pacific Bell (PacBell) had been signing up low-income and non-
English-speaking customers for services like call waiting and call forward-
ing without taking adequate steps to obtain their consent. Typically in such
regulatory cases, companies are required to make restitution or pay fines
by providing credits to all their customers. But public interest advocates
argued that the company had victimized a specific set of customers, not
all telephone users, and that restitution should be similarly targeted. The
commission agreed, and Pacific Bell was required to pay $16.5 million, plus
another $4.5 million in interest, into a Telecommunications Education Trust
Fund that financed research and education programs aimed at minority
and low-income communities.

Some of this money went to technology initiatives. Some went to
develop a public kiosk prototype, with a touch-sensitive screen and
instructions in Spanish, that could be used by recent immigrants to learn
about the US. telephone system. And seed money was provided to
launch the California Telecommunications Policy Forum to educate lead-
ers in the Latino communities about communications policy issues that
could affect their constituencies.
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More recently, as a condition of California regulators’ approval of
PacBell's merger with SBC Communications Inc., they required PacBell to
refund to ratepayers the economic benefits of the merger in the amount
of $248 million over five years. The $248 million is to be distributed in the
form of $213 million in surcredits and $34 million to fund the
“Community Partnership Commitment,” under which PacBell promises to
fund over $50 million in consumer education efforts plus an additional
$32 million for other activities over a |0-year period. Advocates observe
that the Community Partnership Commitment will provide valuable con-
tributions to underserved communities in California, a more valuable eco-
nomic benefit than small monthly rebates for PacBell's customers.

The latest planned merger between SBC and Ameritech Corporation
will be reviewed by the Department of Justice and the Federal
Communications Commission, as well as the state regulatory commissions
in Ohio, Indiana, and lllinois. Local public interest groups should remain vig-
ilant to ensure that the proposed benefits of major telecommunications
mergers reach the communities that need these benefits most.

Other Anti-Poverty Efforts

Technology offers no magic wand that will eliminate poverty and isola-
tion in America. To be effective, efforts to achieve equitable access to
telecommunications must be part of a broader strategy that addresses
the underlying problems of inner cities and disadvantaged rural areas.
While such policies go far beyond the scope of this report, three specific
issues illustrate this point.

School Equity. While schools in low-income communities have
made strides toward acquiring new technologies, these gains are unlikely
to have a lasting effect unless teachers are comfortable with new tech-
nologies. Unfortunately, schools in low-income communities have fewer
resources than wealthy communities for teacher training and technology
support. This is particularly worrisome since many children in low-income
communities are not exposed to new technology at home.Those who are
concerned about equality in the information age cannot afford to ignore
debates in state legislatures about school funding for staff and training.
Funding is only part of the answer, though. Long-term volunteers are
needed to help schools and individual teachers learn how to use com-
puters and the Internet effectively.

Job Training. Success in the job market of the future will require a
high level of familiarity with technology. The Information Technology
Association of America estimated in early 1997 that one in ten technolo-
gy jobs goes unfilled because of a shortage of trained workers. Job train-
ing programs should focus on developing clients' skills with computers and
communications tools. And such training should be closely linked to actu-
al job opportunities. Otherwise, it may do little more than breed frustra-
tion. As numerous experts in the job training field have found, there is a
tremendous need for closer collaboration in job training efforts between
employers, educators, community organizations, and—given the rising
expectation that welfare recipients find jobs—welfare agencies.



Transportation. Policymakers must consider the harmful effect
communications technology has had in facilitating the flight of good jobs
from central cities to the suburbs. Since only one out of five suburban jobs
is easily accessible by public transportation, according to Hank Ditmar of
the Surface Transportation Policy Project, improvements in public trans-
portation, ride-sharing arrangements, and new shuttle programs should be
a high priority. Planners also should explore whether more opportunities
could be created for inner-city residents to telecommute. But ultimately,
the best solution may be to find ways to nurture good jobs in the neigh-
borhoods that have been losing them.

Community-Based Initiatives

Efforts to encourage the spread of information technologies in low-
income communities stand little chance of achieving lasting success unless
they are firmly rooted in the communities' own sense of their goals and
needs. But simple as that observation sounds, we haven't always heeded
it. All too often, community revitalization projects unintentionally have pro-
moted the “perception that only outside experts can provide real help,”
argue John P Kretzman and John L. McNight in Building Communities from
the Inside Out. This can be disastrous, especially considering the ambiva-
lence, or outright suspicion, with which many residents of low-income
neighborhoods view technology.

Increasingly, however, technology activists stress the importance of
nurturing individuals and indigenous community organizations that already
provide help and support in the community, rather than trying to impose
technology from the outside. If an effort is aimed at providing new
Internet access points in a certain community, they say, residents should
have a say in where the stations are set up. Low-income people should
decide for themselves how these tools can best serve their interests.

“It is not just a question of access,” explains Peter Miller at the
Community Technology Centers' Network, ‘but who controls the content
(and) how much control does the community have on the electronic envi-
ronment serving it.”

A first step is to identify and work with recognized information lead-
ers in the communities. As part of a community networking project in
Austin, Texas, for example, a team of graduate students from the
University of Texas is engaged in social mapping—finding the key commu-
nity members and organizations that people use to find information.""We
want to discover who are the key community members,” says project
director Gary Chapman. “My long-term goal is to have the information
networks map to this network.”

Similarly, Joey Rodger at the Urban Libraries Council says public
libraries could “deputize” community leaders, training them in communi-
cations technology so that they can spread the word."If libraries can reach
out and create ‘barefoot librarians, these people can present the services
and their significance to the community in the community's terms.”

It isn't always obvious who community information leaders will be. In
one Chicago neighborhood, for instance, Richard Krieg and his colleagues
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at the Institute for Metropolitan Affairs found that many people relied on
a pharmacist’s assistant for health information on topics ranging from child
care to drugs. The Institute’s challenge, according to Krieg, is to determine
how to make information technologies available in ways that will increase
the capabilities of such individuals.

Community-based organizations are particularly well-positioned to
play a leadership role in spreading technology in low-income communi-
ties, mainly because they already have strong local ties. In New York, for
instance, settlement houses provide a wide range of services to commu-
nity residents—including pre-school and after-school programs for chil-
dren, college readiness classes, adult education, GED preparation, job
training, and senior centers. All these services could be enhanced by the
thoughtful application of technology. As the settlement houses have
learned, once computers and network connections become available in an
environment where people are comfortable, residents readily embrace it.

“The experience of settlement houses in New York City suggests
that community-based organizations can play a powerful role in making
the benefits of technology both meaningful and available in poor urban
neighborhoods,” says Maxine Rockoff, who launched an ambitious tech-
nology program for the settlement houses.

Yet, as noted above, the Telecommunications Act of 1996 authorized
the FCC to order telecommunications discounts only for schools, libraries,
and rural health care providers. Community activists can encourage their
state regulatory agencies to include community centers and other access
programs among those eligible for discounts.
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hile much remains to be done, communities around the country

are using information and communications technologies to fight

poverty and social isolation. Here, we highlight just a handful of
projects that demonstrate the potential for creating new markets for small
enterprise, providing job training programs, establishing after-school
enrichment programs for at-risk youth, and supporting community orga-
nizations as information content providers.

Using technology to support
community-based industry: ACENet

Citizens in Appalachia are using interactive technologies to tie their
communities into the new world economy. The Appalachian Community
Economic Network, or ACENet, was started in 1985 to help small busi-
nesses in the impoverished rural area find new markets. With ACENet's
help, more than 20 entrepreneurs have found customers through the
Public WebMarket, a project orchestrated by the Center for Civic Net-
working. To help small businesses get started, ACENet has developed a
computer loan program. Beneficiaries include the Runges, owners of a
mom-and-pop machine shop operation with three employees, who were
able to increase their profitability with a computer leased from ACENet
and purchase their own, more sophisticated computer system. Similarly,
three women living in rural West Virginia used a computer leased from
ACENet to coordinate shipping and distribution for a network of 40
home-based knitters. The network, in partnership with a larger company,
uses the Internet to receive orders for custom knitwear from all over the
world. Another entrepreneur; a mother with four children, receives email
orders from around the world for herbs she grows.

Beginning in the fall of 1997, ACENet set out to train |8 students
in the use of technology, entrepreneurship, basic workplace skills, and
how to be a consultant. At the end of the year, the students will either
own or work at a technology consulting and training facility, or they may
decide to move on to higher education in order to further their tech-
nology skills.

Training 20th-century citizens
for 2|st-century jobs:
The South Bristol Learning Network

People are not ““disadvantaged,” argues John O'Hara. They are “dislocated
from the creation of wealth.” What's more, he adds, “if they do not
become involved in the creation of digital wealth, they will become even
more dislocated.”

O'Hara, who believes that “digital wealth” will be the most valued
commodity in the global economy, secured a $1 million challenge grant
from the British government in 1993 to establish the South Bristol Learning



Network (SBLN) as a private nonprofit organization dedicated to creating
an advanced information infrastructure. Dislocation was readily apparent in
South Bristol, which had lost more than 40,000 jobs in the 1980s.

SBLN began by training 50 long-term unemployed South Bristol res-
idents in information technologies, including email, database creation, web
page development, CD-ROMs, business marketing, and the Internet. Once
trained, the staff went into the community and evaluated 300 local edu-
cation groups, community centers, and businesses to assess their infor-
mation needs and better understand how to create a local information
society. From these assessments, SBLN developed a plan to raise the
community's awareness of information technologies, provide training, and
build partnerships. In the process, they created a market for the trainers'
new skills. SBLN staff went on to run skill workshops, provide technical
services for local businesses, and give presentations about the Internet and
information technologies. Of the 50 staffers originally hired, only seven
have returned to the unemployment rolls.

O’Hara now heads the CyberSkills Workshops, dedicated to repli-
cating the design and success of SBLN elsewhere in England, Europe, and
the United States. More than 10,000 people representing 1,200 organiza-
tions have participated in the workshops. The South Bristol Learning
Network model is being applied in Burlington,Vermont, at the Old North
End Community/Technology Center, a project of Chittenden Community
Television (CCTV) headed by CCTV's executive director Lauren-Glenn
Davitian. CCTV and the city of Burlington started ONE C/TC to serve as
a community media center and a local center for technology training. Like
the South Bristol Learning Network, ONE C/TC recruits disenfranchised
community members to serve as trainers and staff. More recently, it began
focusing more on providing job training and information on how to devel-
op small businesses.

A trusted service provider incorporates
technology into its programs: United
Neighborhood Houses of New York
Settlement houses provide Head Start programs, health education, job
training, teen counseling, music, drama, language classes, and much more
to at least half a million of New York City’s residents. So it was a safe bet
that if the settlement houses made the Internet available, people would
show up—and they have.

The United Neighborhood Houses of New York (UNH), an umbrella
organization formed to help the settlement movement participate in social
reform efforts, launched its Information Technology Initiative in 1991 with
two overarching goals: to consolidate recordkeeping among settlement
house programs so that caseworkers could spend more time meeting with
their clients and coordinating services with other nearby organizations,
and to provide safe, supportive, friendly telecommunications-based
resources for community use. According to technology training coordinator
Michael Roberts, UNH has helped nine settlement houses establish com-
puter networks and get Internet access. Each of these houses has created
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“neighborhood-based family rooms” as spaces for community members
to use computers.

The settlement houses introduce community members to technology
by incorporating computers into other programs. After-school tutors for
children now use educational software, for example, and job training
workshops use computer databases. More than 29 settlement house pro-
grams have integrated computers into their services.

Maxine Rockoff, who launched the program, recalls one group of 10
parents of children who were enrolled in Head Start programs at UNH.
Six did not speak English, and none had ever used a computer before. Ten
minutes after starting their first computer class, they were working in pairs
and surfing the World Wide Web. One pair found an Ecuadorian website
in Spanish that posted local newspapers and scores from regional soccer
games. Another woman was so inspired by the session she signed up for
a course in English as a second language.

Community demand for computer time has been heavy. Melissa
Nieves, the librarian at a settlement house known as the University
Settlement, says there is a long waiting list to use the 10 multimedia sta-
tions in the computer lab.

UNH currently is concentrating on training staff in business, email,
and Internet applications so that the settlement houses can be sure that
their clients are getting the most out of the resources provided to them.
UNH family rooms are understaffed, but that is a problem that increased
funding can easily solve. The big question, according to Roberts, is not sim-
ply “how do you weave technology into existing programs, but once you
have, how do you assess if it's working?”

Rockoff, meanwhile, now advises the city of New York on how it can
streamline its administrative requirements of service providers. In a
recent interview, Rockoff reported that “the Settlement created great
places for the community to learn about technology, but we didn't suc-
ceed as much as we wanted in reducing the paperwork load on the
settlement houses.”

Public institutions increasing
access: Union City Schools and
Libraries Online!

Many schools and libraries are using their technology facilities and their
expertise in teaching to help communities gain skill with information tech-
nologies. Examples of this include the Union City School District in New
Jersey and the libraries participating in the Libraries Online! initiative,
which became the basis of the Gates Library Foundation.

Union City’s school reform effort, supported by Bell Atlantic’s dona-
tions of technology and technical support, has been one of the most suc-
cessful and widely reported public-private educational technology part-
nerships. In 1989, Union City schools were about to be taken over by the
state because of students’ poor academic performance. Then the school
district adopted several reforms, including revision of its curriculum. The
district formed a partnership with Bell Atlantic so that the Christopher



Columbus Intermediate School, formed in 1993 to reduce overcrowding
in other schools, would receive multimedia-on-demand interactive appli-
cations. All Christopher Columbus students and teachers were provided
with computers to use at home.

According to a 1994 report prepared by the Education Development
Center, a nonprofit research organization, student scores on achievement
tests increased dramatically throughout the district after the school
reform plans were implemented, with scores at Christopher Columbus
topping the district average.

Parents as well as students have benefited. Union City has been
running a Parent University in which students and their parents sign up
for classes on such topics as family math and family science. Parents can
take English as a second language and computer classes. Adriana Burke,
the Parent University coordinator, reports that these programs have
been an overwhelming success. “The parents see how we are doing a
good job with their children,” she says."They see how much the children
use computers, and they want to get involved.” She says the program
has inspired many parents to go back to school to improve their work-
place skills.

Libraries Onlinel, a joint project of Microsoft Corporation, the
American Library Association, and the Center for Technology in the
Public Library, was created to increase Internet access to underserved
communities through local libraries. Initially, nine library systems in the
United States received staff training, computer hardware, and cash grants
worth $3 million. Participants included Charlotte-Mecklenberg County,
North Carolina; Baltimore County, Maryland; the Mississippi Library
Commission; the State Library of South Dakota; Brooklyn, New York;
Tucson-Pima County, Arizona; Los Angeles, California; and Seattle and
Pend Oreille County, Washington. Each of these library systems offered
training and support to small businesses, families, and students who were
not likely to have access.

According to an outside evaluation, the time and money invested
in the program had been put to good use. Of all respondents, 98 per-
cent stated that they would return to the library to use the computers
again, 83 percent said that they “had accomplished the task they had set
out to do,” and 62 percent said that they would “take advantage of
learning more about computers now that they have access in the
library” Fully 87 percent of users surveyed stated that they did not have
Internet access at home.

The success of the Libraries Online! program prompted Microsoft
chair Bill Gates and his wife, Melinda French Gates, to create The Gates
Library Foundation in June 1997. The new foundation will spend $200
million over five years to help public libraries, primarily those in low-
income areas, gain Internet access. Microsoft will supply an additional $200
million of software for the foundation to give away. The foundation also
will provide training and support for library staff. it hopes to work with
half of the 17,000 libraries in the United States and Canada. Gates stated
that his vision is that “people will take for granted that you can walk into
your local library, get the latest book, and sit down at a computer” The

WHAT’S WORKING



first round of grants, announced in early 1998, will benefit more than
1,000 libraries, including 95 percent of the public libraries in Alabama, the
foundation’s first state partner

Providing support and information
for community technology
centers: CTCNet

Community Technology Centers’ Network (CTCNet) grew out of the
Playing to Win storefront access centers founded by Toni Stone, a high
school math teacher CTCNet is composed of more than 250 computer
access centers throughout the United States and Europe. All are commit-
ted to work toward a society where each member is “equitably empow-
ered by technology skills and usage.” CTCNet sponsors an annual confer-
ence, and six times a year it publishes a news update describing activities
at member organizations, analyses of relevant policy developments, and
discussions of funding, software, and partnership possibilities. Members
also receive a start-up manual to help them work through the challenges
of starting and maintaining a technology center. Regional CTCNet coor-
dinators provide technical assistance to local centers. CTCNet has been
working closely with the Department of Housing and Urban
Development on the Neighborhood Networks initiative, and many neigh-
borhood networks will become members of CTCNet. Also in the works
are sites sponsored by the National Urban League and Bell Atlantic. Many
of the initiatives discussed in this report are CTCNet members.

Using technology to strengthen
neighborhood communications:
The AFN-Neighborhood Network
and MUSIC/LUV

The AFN-Neighborhood Network is a joint project of the Austin Free-
Net (AFN), the Austin Learning Academy (ALA), and the 21st Century
Project at the University of Texas' Lyndon B. Johnson (LBJ) Graduate
Program in Public Policy. Together, the partners are studying the theoreti-
cal and the practical side of increasing access in Austin. A grant from the
National Science Foundation supports eight graduate students and two
faculty members who are studying how best to implement a community
access project. Their findings have led to the Austin Access Model, a plan
in which researchers and community members will develop community
computer networks in six areas of Austin. Each network will offer training,
neighborhood public access sites, and links to the AFN.

The 21st Century Project and the ALA received a $248,000 TIIAP
matching grant to create the first community network in a roughly five-block
section of East Austin known as the | Ith and |12th Street Corridor. Most of
East Austin's 70,000 resident are poor, and many are non-English-speaking.

Families participating in ALA classes on technology, English as a sec-
ond language, or parenting are working with students in the LBJ program
to design the AFN-Neighborhood Network. The development of the



network will take place in conjunction with the implementation of a $9
million redevelopment grant for the areas from HUD. The content will be
developed specifically for and by the region by local nonprofits, organiza-
tions, and businesses.

Linking Up Villages (LUV) is a Boston-based project designed to rein-
vigorate communities through local electronic bulletin boards and soft-
ware called Multi-User Sessions in Community (MUSIC)." The LUV motto
is, rather than focusing on National Information Infrastructure, to us, NIl is
really about Neighborhood Information Infrastructure,” says Alan Shaw,
president of MUSIC, Inc,, the for-profit counterpart to LUV.

Shaw designed the MUSIC software a few vyears ago at the
Massachusetts Institute of Technology's Media Lab. It enables participants
to create an online version of their communities, complete with “build-
ings” and, within the buildings, “rooms.” Subject to rules adopted by indi-
vidual communities, individuals can “stroll” through this graphical “virtual
neighborhood,” obtain information on community services and activities,
make their own contributions to the database, participate in live “chat”
groups, or engage in sustained discussions through various community
forums. All that's needed is a computer and a modem.

In Dorchester, a working-class Boston neighborhood, neighbors who
got together online formed a food co-op, a neighborhood watch, and a
community newsletter: In Newark, New Jersey, where a TIIAP grant helped
LUV install a more extensive system, neighbors have put together a data-
base on adult education programs, an employment hotline, a “political
action” room, and discussion groups on everything from AIDS to recipes.
Some local doctors have come online to answer health questions.

Although LUV primarily operates in Newark, its sphere of influence
has been expanding. LUV's programs in Boston include a TIIAP grant to
collaborate with the Boston Public Schools for a project, called Net-
working for Student Success, which will connect six Boston high schools
and five community-based organizations and business partners, as well as
the establishment of a web-based community safety network, called
Citizens For Safety. In San Francisco, LUV is working with AT&T and the
Greenlining Institute on The Signature Learning Project, which will con-
nect parents whose children are in elementary school with the school's
teachers and administrators. The families involved in The Signature
Learning Project will receive MUSIC software in addition to the home
computers needed to run it. In its Cincinnati project, LUV is teaming up
with the Urban League of Greater Cincinnati and MYCOM in order to
establish community network access centers, called Cybervillages, in the
Cincinnati area.

LUV gives away its software to needy communities, and provides
technical and start-up consultations for about $2,500. The big cost for a
community wanting to develop a system is the computers. An $8,000
grant from the Wood Foundation helped put computers into a dozen
neighborhoods in Boston. TIIAP provided $106,000 to help the Newark
community purchase 35 computers and pay other start-up costs. LUV
encourages communities to put computers in libraries and other public
access locations and to ask businesses to donate their used computers.

WHAT’S WORKING



In the last two years, LUV has made great strides to ensure that all com-
munities could reap the benefits of their MUSIC software. Originally
designed to run on Macintosh systems, MUSIC is now available in PC for-
mat, can be accessed through LUV Internet connections, and will soon be
accessible through an NT server.

Providing underserved youth with
enrichment and training for the jobs
of the future: Break Away Technologies,
Plugged In, and National Urban

League Youth Achievement Initiatives

Youth initiatives address a special need in low-income communities.
Children and young adults in neighborhoods struggling with persistent
poverty have few opportunities for enrichment and positive growth
within their immediate neighborhoods, and their opportunities to
explore the world outside those boundaries are limited because they
lack transportation, money, and trustworthy guides. Just as adults in these
communities are isolated from jobs, kids are isolated from opportunities
to grow and develop. Interactive technologies and the resources available
on the World Wide Web can offer them new learning experiences. Kids
who have been shut out can use online services to visit sites that show
museums, cities, and wildlife preserves they otherwise would not get to
see, and they can communicate with people who live far beyond neigh-
borhood boundaries.

After-school access programs provide enrichment opportunities and
training for the jobs and schools of the future. And, just as importantly,
they help teenagers constructively fill the otherwise unstructured period
between 3 pm.and 6 p.m. (Research done at the request of the California
State Legislature, for example, has revealed that the majority of teen preg-
nancies are conceived in this time period.)

In most communities, crime committed by youth is growing faster
than most other types of crime, according to Steve Snow, director of
Charlotte’'s Web, the community access network in Charlotte, North
Carolina."Young people see less and less reason to play by the rules,” he
argues.“If young people are not engaged in society (and electronic tech-
nology is part of a matrix of key interventions needed), then we won't
be able to build the walls in the nation’s suburbs high enough.”

Break Away Technologies proves the value of youth initiatives.
Created by Joseph Loeb and run originally out of his garage, it now has a
15,000-square-foot space in the Crenshaw Corridor, an ethnically diverse,
inner-city neighborhood in Los Angeles. Break Away has about 100 com-
puters—primarily Pentiums, many of which were donated by Microsoft.
The center is open from 9 am.to 8 p.m. Monday through Friday. Each day,
about 400 elementary school students from the West Los Angeles
Christian Academy come to the center for workshops. Each afternoon,
about 50 teens wander in to take classes and surf the Internet. On Fridays
and Saturdays, classes and services are available for adult learners.



Break Away also works with groups in the community. A teen devel-
opment group, Rites of Passage, comes in for classes, as do various kids
living in group homes. Break Away leads young people through a series of
technology courses, each emphasizing character development and per-
sonal responsibility, as well as technology. As students advance through
computer classes, they take on more responsibility, working first as study
partners and then as mentors.

Loeb remembers one of the participants: “A young lady, probably
about 22 or 23, came to Break Away when it was still in my garage to
learn computer programming to try to get a job. She had no experience
with computers. So she learned some programming, which back then
was Lotus, and then got a job at Sony. She's still there today and is doing
very well”" Loeb says the center seeks to make students “visible exam-
ples of leadership in the community.” While computers aren't essential
in achieving that goal, the technology component of the program also
helps prepare youths for the labor market. “If someone is computer
literate and well-mannered, then he can go anywhere and be comfort-
able,” says Loeb.

Plugged In, Inc. works to develop self-esteem and leadership qualities
in young people in a similar style to Break Away. Open for four years now,
Plugged In is based in a storefront between a check-cashing center and a
boarded-up store on one of the main roads through East Palo Alto. It offers
30 different classes, ranging from beginning Macintosh, desktop publishing,
and web page design, to virtual cross-country trips. The Center is open
from 9 am.to 9 pm. Monday through Friday and | p.m.to 4 p.m. on Sat-
urdays and Sundays. It has about 35 computers and a staff of 10 people.

Most of the classes Plugged In offers are in partnership with local
groups who bring in their clients. For example, Free At Last, a drug recov-
ery center across the street, offers Plugged In's services to its clients.

Several teens, who started working with Plugged In during the 1996
Youth Employment Program, now run an afterschool program for ele-
mentary school children between 3 p.m.and 5 p.m. each day.The younger
kids can get help on homework, play on the computers, and surf the Net,
or work on arts and crafts. From 5 p.m.to 9 p.m, teenagers come in to
take classes or work on projects.

Teens who have completed Plugged In classes run Plugged In
Enterprises, a for-profit arm of Plugged In. This business includes a com-
munity drop-in center, which provides staff and support if someone walks
in and needs help with a resume, designing and printing up a flyer, making
copies, or doing research on the Internet. A web design group creates web
pages for local businesses, and offers desktop publishing services.
Businesses pay up to $1,500 for a site. The teens who create and maintain
sites are paid from $7.50 to $15.00 an hour, while the rest of the money
earned goes into college funds maintained for them.

Eleven youths, ranging in age from |3 to 18, all graduates of Plugged
In courses, participated in a rigorous three-week team-building and train-
ing session and are now monitoring a teen chat channel on America
Online. The teens work in two production teams, taking turns researching
new topics and moderating online discussions.

WHAT’S WORKING



Aside from its money-making activities, Plugged In receives its fund-
ing from private corporations and federal funds.

The National Urban League has also stepped up its focus on youth
achievement initiatives. While the Urban League's first technology-based
center opened in Los Angeles in 1968, early work focused on adult learn-
ers and used mainframe computers for COBOL programming, data entry,
and system maintenance. More recent initiatives are networked and in-
clude information and workforce literacy programs for children and adults.
They also provide curriculum-based and non-structured community-
based access to the Internet. Some 30 Urban League affiliates have
“Technology Education and Access” (TEAC) centers in cities such as
Seattle, Newark, Sacramento, and Los Angeles. The League aims to create
I'15 of these centers. B. Keith Fulton, director of the League's technology
center initiative, says the goal is to create “a safe place for young people
and caring adults to come after school hours and on Saturdays to explore
s