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HIGH QUALITY PUBLIC COMPUTING IN IDAHO LIBRARIES

BROADBAND TECHNOLOGY OPPORTUNITIES PROGRAM (BTOP)

PUBLIC COMPUTING CENTER BTOP PROPOSAL
(as submitted to NTIA 03/15/2010)


Project Purpose 

Idaho is a rural state, much of which is considered “underserved.” Travel and communication challenges result from the state’s geology and geography. Two time zones, mountain ranges, and wilderness areas isolate north from south, and highways and fiber routes need to traverse narrow rocky canyons. 

The recession has impacted Idaho more than almost any other state—since 2008, the unemployment rate increased over 150%. Nearly every rural county is designated a Target Employment Area (unemployment over 150% of the national average). The greatest losses are in manufacturing, logging, mining, and construction industries—jobs that will not return. The unemployed need GEDs, computer skills, and new training to reenter the workforce. To improve educational attainment and skills, unemployed and low income residents need to access services from Idaho Department of Labor (IDOL), Adult Basic Education (ABE), and colleges. Yet there are only six ABE and college locations statewide and of the 25 IDOL One-Stop Centers designed to centralize unemployment and job-related services, only 7 have computer labs. Idaho’s economic recovery and growth hinge on improving access to these services.  

Only 21% of Idahoans over 25 have at least a Bachelor’s degree (national average is 27%). Many youth do not have free access to online learning resources that would aid achievement. The US Department of Education identifies 17 Idaho schools, all small and rural, that have not met “adequate yearly progress” (AYP). 

Public libraries are often the only local free public Internet access points and therefore play a critical role in e-government.  Idaho citizens need better access to federal and state agencies and their services, such as filing tax returns and applying for social security, Medicaid and unemployment benefits, and welfare assistance. New entrepreneurs need access to online business license services available through the state portal. 

With 141 locations in Idaho, public libraries as PCCs can address these challenges. Idahoans count on their libraries; attendance in library programs is 25% higher than nationwide, even while the operating income is 24% less than the national average. 64% of libraries reported they are the only source of free Internet access in their communities. Over the last year, library computer usage increased, especially for education, job search, and e-government services. 

Idaho libraries face several issues in meeting current economic and education needs: low bandwidth, too few computers, and lack of public awareness and training. Broadband is inadequately deployed in Idaho libraries. 40% have less than 1.5 Mbps (national average is 17%). All 77 libraries in this proposal have less than 5 Mbps. Bandwidth per public access computer averages 200 Kbps, 1/3 of what is needed to use IDOE, IDOL, ABE, and other online content and services. 25% of libraries have 3 or fewer computers; many are too old to run the online programs, courses, and tutorials.

The majority of areas targeted in this project are underserved, and libraries are the only source for online resources required to develop 21st century skills. 60% of these libraries are in counties with poverty rates above the state average, ranging from 13 to 21%. This project provides computing capacity and services to vulnerable populations in rural communities, especially informal learning resources for children, job skills and adult basic education for unemployed and low income populations, and access to e-government services.

To expand the scope and reach of services to the areas most in need, ICFL must increase the number of public access computers to meet library needs, and increase bandwidth to achieve 600 Kbps per computer to support statewide education and job services. 40% of the 141 public library facilities will be upgraded. 

To address public awareness and end-user training relating to broadband, partnerships have been developed with the Idaho Department of Labor (IDOL), Adult Basic Education (ABE), the Idaho Digital Learning Academy (IDLA), Idaho community colleges, Idaho Public Television (IdahoPTV), and the Idaho Department of Education (IDOE). Partners will conduct coordinated outreach and training, and will ensure their online resources are accessible from library PCCs: IDOE’s state curriculum-based tutorials Apangea and Plato, ABE’s Skills Tutor, IDOL’s Career Information System, and the many courses available to distance learners from IDLA and community colleges. New online resources made available through this project—workforce development tools, the IdahoPTV Teachers Domain, and Internet2 and its K20 Initiative—address the needs of children, adults needing basic education and computing skills, and job-seekers.

To ensure this program is replicable throughout the state, partnerships begin with state-level agencies to provide content and service delivery models. The service delivery model and implementation strategy emphasize local solutions to meet local needs. The emphasis on sustainable and scalable solutions ensures the project will continue and expand beyond the grant period.

The project addresses three of the statutory purposes of BTOP’s Public Computer Center initiative:

· Expands Internet access and computing capability in libraries that, due to low bandwidth, are currently classified by BTOP as underserved.
· Provides broadband education, awareness, training, access, equipment, and support to libraries, and expands the reach of community colleges, workforce development centers, ABE centers, and schools. 
· The outreach and public awareness campaign will stimulate local demand for broadband, using basic computer training and access to education and E-Government services as a gateway.

