
 
This draft summary document contains remarks from a conversation facilitated by the 
American Library Association’s Office for Information Technology Policy to spark 
discussion around a key issue facing libraries. The ideas in this paper do not necessarily 
reflect the policy positions of the American Library Association.  

 
The Bill and Melinda Gates Foundation has given a grant to ALA’s Office for 
Information Technology Policy (OITP) to study E-Rate participation and high speed 
connectivity for public libraries in the United States. As part of this study, OITP invited 
members of the Chief Officers of State Library Agencies (COSLA) to participate in focus 
groups on the issue of high-speed connectivity in public libraries. 

 
This report is a summary of those discussions. 

 
Twelve state librarians or their representatives participated in the focus groups. The same 
questions were asked in each group. The conversation was frank and informative. This 
summary cannot do justice to the wide-ranging discussion that occurred and is organized 
around the basic questions that we asked. 
 
We invite all State Librarians to answer these questions and send the responses to Nancy 
Bolt at nancybolt@earthlink.net. Librarians who participated in the focus groups are 
welcome to send in additional comments. 
 
 
What is your state's vision for public library Internet connectivity and network 
service provision? 
 
In general, the vision of all the participants was to have the highest possible connectivity 
for their states. Each participant took the opportunity to describe the network(s) in each 
of their states. Participants discussed state networks and distributed environments. 
 
What are the general problems and issues you face in getting high-speed access for 
local public libraries to the Internet and for other library functions? 
 
The group summarized the following barriers to getting high-speed access: 

• Small telecommunications companies, sometimes many in each state, that do 
not have the necessary capacity, or are unable to invest in infrastructure; 

• Perception of attendees that alternatives to traditional telecommunications 
companies, such as satellite and cable, have proved insufficient for various 
reasons, including technological limitations; 

• Lack of competition – a dominant provider who does not provide sufficient 
connectivity to meet the library’s needs; 

• Sometimes libraries must just take what’s offered; 
• Lack of willingness or ability of the state to form a statewide network; 
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• Perception that the private sector is not deploying broadband, for a variety of 
reasons including: 
o Geography/topography of a state; 
o Low population density, which lowers return on investment; 
o Technological limitations; 

• Resistance to let the public funding broadband deployment; 
• Lack of funding at the local and/or the state level; 
• State philosophy that there should be no public funding of connectivity for 

public institutions such as school and libraries; 
• Tension between public policy and private companies with the belief that 

public funding undercuts private profit; 
• Opposition of staff in some libraries who don’t want or don’t believe they 

need fast connectivity, have a lack of education in broadband, and/or don’t see 
it as important; 

• [For libraries], “small towns, small budgets, small hours open”; 
• Lack of computers in the library and space to put additional computers 

reduces perceived need for bandwidth; 
• Public resistance to universal funding costs on their phone bill (possible 

solutions: Wisconsin law prohibits putting state universal service charges on 
the phone bill); 

• State legislator term limits make it difficult to build legislative champions 
and/or expertise in libraries/connectivity; 

• U.S. economy and state budgets are not as healthy as they were in the 1980s 
and '90s; 

• Perception that as libraries get improved connectivity, demand for high-
bandwidth applications will increase, which in turn increases demand on the 
libraries. 

 
How do you help libraries calculate how much high-speed access they will 
need? Or how do they calculate this? Do you have a planning guide that helps 
local libraries make this decision? 
 
Some of the networks track actual use and project future use from these data. Other 
libraries take what is offered to them by the network to which they belong. No 
planning guides were mentioned. Wireless usage is increasing the need for 
bandwidth. 
 
What is high speed?   
 
The Bill & Melinda Gates Foundation defines broadband as 768 kbps, approximately 
half the speed of a T1 line. The same definition is used in the 2006 study of Public 
Libraries and the Internet as a way of identifying libraries at different speeds. John 
Windhauson, telecommunications consultant to OITP, suggests 5-10 megabits per 
second now, with more needed in the future. The Federal Communications 
Commission (FCC) defines broadband as 200 kbps in one direction. 



 Many of the State Librarians participating in the focus groups felt that the higher 
number is needed, particularly for the future. 
 
McClure and Bertot also suggest that bandwidth is not the only indicator of high 
quality Internet access. Other factors, such as latency and network design, are 
important factors to take into account. 
 
What role does E-Rate play in high-speed access for public libraries? 
Many individual libraries choose not to apply for E-rate funding due to the 
complexity of application and disbursement, the requirements and/or funding of 
filtering mandated by CIPA, and/or because the costs associated with applying are 
greater than the grant amount. Some states create a “home grown” filtering solution, 
such as a black list of blocked sites. Where state or regional entities apply for E-rate 
on behalf of member libraries, there is greater participation in the program. 
 
What are the most successful methods that libraries have used to connect to 
high-speed access in your state? (Type of connectivity; coalitions; unique 
configurations, etc.) How are libraries using high-speed access or how do they 
want to use it if they had it or had more? What can’t they do that they want to 
do? 
 
Methods and arguments 
• Equity of access by the public and among public libraries. 
• Money was available from the government when the network was formed. 
• Aggregating demand to provide a larger customer and lower costs in high cost 

areas. 
• Creating an anchor/tenant relationship in a community. 
• Build coalitions with government entities, telecommunication companies, 

schools, universities, and anyone who will cooperate. Join existing networks. 
• Need for bandwidth to meet community needs. 
• State law to require networks – and pay for them. 
• Comparison to other states. 
• Statewide leadership from a key group of people, one of whom is the state 

librarian or another prominent librarian in the state. Other leaders could be 
PUC, university librarians, legislative leaders or IT leaders. 

• Demonstrations of use of networks. 
• Need of use for E-government – in one state truckers must watch a video to 

get their license and they see it in the library. 
• Shared ILS system. 
• Regional library cooperative networks taking the lead. 
 
Uses 
• Economic development 
• Lifelong learning 
• Economies of scale 



• Equality of learning 
• Business development 
• Health and medicine 
• Video conferencing 
• E-government 
• Tourism  
• Disaster preparedness 
• Shared ILS 
• Voice Over Internet Protocol (VOIP) 
• Interactive gaming to attract teens 

 
Where is the real power or decision-making authority in you state? Is it in the 
state network office, the state university system, state utility commission, 
governor's office, telcos, all of these, etc.? If we visited your state, who should we 
talk to (not names but titles)? 
 
This was discussed as who should we talk to if we visit a state. It is also a list of 
possible people or institutions to build a coalition. Types of people listed were: 
• State librarian 
• Existing networks 
• E-rate coordinators 
• Regional systems and networks 
• Local libraries who have and do not have high speed connectivity 
• Information technology community 
• Public utility commission 
• Legislators or legislative staff 
• Governor’s staff or IT coordinator 
• State IT coordinator 
• Distance educational network 
• Chief information officer of the state or a state university 
• Educational technology staff or commission 
• State library association, particularly the legislative committee 
• Hospitals 
• High tech industry 
 
Are there any studies in your state that would be helpful? 
 
States are asked to send us any studies that they have and we will share the links. 


