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April 13, 2009
To:  
Dr. Bernadette McGuire-Rivera, Associate Administrator

Office of Telecommunication and Information Applications, NTIA

Mr. David P. Grahn, Associate General Counsel
U.S. Department of Agriculture, Rural Development

From:  Dr. Richard Senese, Associate Dean


Center for Community Vitality 

RE:
Public Comment on the Broadband Technology Opportunities Program

Thank you for the opportunity to provide input regarding the dissemination of ARRA funding for Broadband technology.

Our land-grant institution, the Extension Center for Community Vitality at the University of Minnesota, is in a position to describe lessons learned from decades of experience in providing internet education, awareness, training support and web-based guides to address the digital divide in Minnesota and across the country.  For more information, visit www.accesse.info. 
ARRA fund managers should consider the historic role of Extension nationwide in stimulating demand for new technology.  In 1936, farmers used an average of 40 kilowatt hours of electricity a month, while urban residents typically used at least 500.  Low use by rural customers made it less profitable for private utility companies to serve them.  Two months after the Rural Electrification Administration (REA) was established in 1935, Extension educators organized the first rural electric cooperative in Minnesota.  This cooperative became the first demonstration site in the nation.  In 1940, Extension sponsored nine Farm and Home Equipment shows across the state to demonstrate how electricity could be used in operating farms and modernizing rural homes.  These kinds of initiatives happened nationwide, and are mirrored by other efforts to increase the use of new technology in agricultural and energy production, home life and environmental stewardship.
Starting in the early 1980’s, we began focusing on creating technological literacy and proficiency capacity through building a statewide electronic communication network by placing a microcomputer in Extension offices throughout Minnesota.  In 1987, the University of Minnesota Extension leveraged its national reputation to secure $1.9 million grant from the W.K. Kellogg Foundation to fund the Telecommunications Development Center.  This Center allowed Extension to continue to encourage, develop and promote the use of technology for outreach education.  

This included computer-based technology as well as interactive television, interactive videodiscs, and satellite videoconferencing.  Through the efforts of the Center, the University of Minnesota Extension became an early leader both in Internet education and in the use of technology in its own efforts:

· Interactive videodisc technology was used in Private Pesticide Applicator Training Videodisc program, a self-paced instructional and testing program allowing farmers to earn certification to purchase pesticides on their schedule.

· Access Minnesota, which made Internet access terminals publicly available in every county and included community education targeted at small business owners, K-12 educators, local government and non-profits

· Sponsored the first USDA international educational outreach program Economic and Environmental Aspects of Animal Waste Management.

· Created the GITTIGAN Mentor outreach program in partnership with the Fond du Lac Tribal College, a 1994 Land Grant College.

This small sampling of early examples demonstrates Extension’s commitment to the use of technology and its ability to help others see the potential for improving their lives.

Our more recent efforts have achieved results in encouraging community-wide adoption of broadband services in rural communities.  These efforts function within public / private partnership with local government and a forward-looking telecommunication provider.  Lessons from recent broadband adoption programming can help to address key questions regarding program criteria for the $250,000,000 of BTOP funds for innovative programs to encourage adoption.

a. What selection criteria should be applied to ensure the success of this program?

Fund public, private and community collaboration:  A short case study of one award-winning Extension efforts illustrates the importance of collaboration.  During 2007, West Central Telephone Association (WCTA), the telecom provider for a 602 square mile area in Wadena County, Minnesota, began laying FTTH (fiber to the home).  WCTA is a progressive and community-minded company that wants to help keep small towns in the area viable long into the future.  But subscription rates for the new service did not follow to the degree hoped, despite the company’s best-intentioned marketing efforts. 

Two of their targeted communities had populations of 1,220 and 710, with poverty rates of 17.8% and 18.7% and had other characteristics that predict low adoption, including age of population and a lack of local business.  The Extension educator in the area saw an opportunity for a community initiative for these cities utilizing an Extension-developed curriculum – Connecting Rural Communities (www.connectingruralcommunities.info).  During the twelve-month project, WCTA and Extension worked together to help the communities develop a new future vision, organize work teams, and integrate locally-generated internet education.  
The efforts generated a host of outcomes.  An anonymous donor paid to have DSL installed at the local community center.  The local long-term care facility in Menahga installed high-speed internet, spurring even more community investments in computers to provide public access at that center.  Numerous community institutions also started or upgraded web sites as a result of the program.  The community’s new vision – to bring entrepreneurial and telecommuting workers to the forests and lakes of their area – is guiding other economic development and community-building efforts.  This initiative received a statewide award from the Economic Development Association of Minnesota and a national award from the Rural Telecommunications Congress.
Fund community-based, not organizational-based, initiatives and programs:  Reach deeply into communities, not just their institutions.  In isolated rural areas, people most in need may be miles from a library or a “job-creating strategic facility.”  Rural communities often do not have local schools.  To increase technology use within communities (i.e., people, organizations, institutions), you need a technology-willing local culture.  To involve the whole community, funding should require collaboration and involvement of communities institutions such as libraries, community education, schools, cities, adult basic education and culturally-specific nonprofits that can help surface seniors, young people, immigrants and others not usually involved.
Fund processes that develop local champions, assisted by external coaches and educators.  If it’s just about machines, it won’t work.  On-line tutorials cannot substitute for local champions who wage local campaigns to move the community to a better future.  But local campaigns can easily be thwarted by local attitudes and threatened local institutions.  The mission-focused coach or educator can challenge communities to change in ways that marketing campaigns, local champions and on-line tutorials cannot.  They also can spread knowledge among participating communities through the network of local champions.  Reliance solely on external entities to come into the community without developing and building local support, champions and capacity is neither wise nor effective.
Fund initiatives and programs that help communities cross generational and cultural divides.  In almost every successful community adoption project, young people as the teachers are critical for success.  And, the resulting intergenerational interaction produces results beyond Internet adoption.  In the effort described above, high school seniors were hired by WCTA to respond to computer use questions from older people in the community.  Their work resulted in the development of a web site to answer questions, provide one-on-one help in community settings and create a community blog.  The success of such grassroots solutions fertilizes other efforts. Now, employees of local businesses conduct classes throughout the community and the residents of the assisted living facility are teaching each other.  Intergenerational and/or intercultural community efforts and strengthened ties should be a “leave-behind” outcome that the administration uses as a criterion for any of its future-building efforts.

Fund more than skill-development; fund community futures and capacity.  Broadband adoption program are not about new machines or updated software.  If that is the emphasis, only the “same old suspects” will show up.  If, however, it’s about exploring the social networks, enjoyment, economic boon and just plain fun that new technology can create, people will pull together and get it done.  The more isolated; the more rural; the more successful a community can be with this focus.  Again, this “leave-behind” attitude of embracing change should be an outcome that the administration uses as a criterion for these funds. 

Fund people and give them time.  This is not a “three-times-and-you-know-it” job. When relationships are built, outcomes improve.  To build relationships, time is needed to develop and/or build local capacity through coaching, education, technical assistance and encouragement through the difficulties of changing a community’s culture regarding technology. A well-wired network of people as well as a well-wired network will be the long-term result of using realistic time horizon.
b. What measures should be used to determine whether such innovative programs have succeeded in creating sustainable adoption of broadband services?

A rigorous evaluation and research initiative has always been part of our programming.  Here is what we have learned about evaluation and research.

Count recruitment.  Of course, output data cannot replace outcome and impact data, but when it comes to technology adoption programs, getting people to show up is a big part of the battle.  Resistance to technology and embarrassment is a barrier to participation.  The program’s success in recruiting targeted populations is an important aspect to monitoring success as is its ability to reach all socio-economic and demographic segments of the community.  Catch the demographic make-up of participation.  

Measure change at both the individual and the organizational levels.  Measure Internet use and change among organizations, not just individuals.  Activating the community’s network of public, private and non-profit organizations is essential to providing access, training, and productive use of the Internet.

Measure organizational and community impacts.  Pre- and post-surveys can be used to measure how a community’s network of organizations is progressing toward community-wide goals.  Examples of community goals include increasing opportunity to less privileged members of the community, increasing participation in community organizations, increasing opportunities for public discussion of community issues, strengthening ties to external resource networks and/or improving networking within the business and economic development community.

Measure access and types of utilization.  Measure how much people and organizations are using the Internet, as well as what they are using the Internet for, both before and after broadband adoption. 

Measure active in-community learning opportunities.  Measuring the success of a broadband program requires an assessment not only of access to the Internet, but also of access to opportunities to learn how to maximize use of the Internet.   An effective broadband program supports and measures access to and effectiveness of a full range of learning opportunities, from friends or family members to local libraries or community education classes, to private consultants.
Measure online productivity.  Measure changes in the abilities of people and organizations to use the Internet to work, create online content and/or produce and distribute goods and services.  Increases in online productivity lead directly to impacts at the organizational and community level. 
We would welcome the opportunity to further consult with NTIA in this effort in fulfillment of our land-grant mission.  Thank you for your consideration.

Sincerely,

Dr. Richard Senese, L.P.

Associate Dean
Center for Community Vitality and Public Engagement
University of Minnesota Extension
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