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I. (A.) 2. Consortiums and Public-Private Partnerships

Prior to the NOFA’s release, the agencies urged applicants to form consortiums in public meetings across the country.  Theoretically, pulling interested groups together to create unified joint projects makes good sense and should be encouraged.  However, the application did not lend itself to such projects due to tight page limits.  

Joint projects that encompass multiple organizations and related, but separate, program components are complex by definition.  Because most narrative sections had one- or two-page limits, applicants’ ability to adequately describe multi-pronged programs was significantly constrained.  For example, DIG was part of an application led by the Free Library of Philadelphia Foundation, which included program elements operated by a handful of lead partners, each working with dozens of community-based organizations.  The project combined the delivery of laptops, internet access, training and technical support to vulnerable populations; training in digital media production; and relevant, entry-level web content, with each program element incorporating the others.  Describing each of these components, and their interconnectedness, in sufficient detail was extremely challenging given the amount of space allocated.  

Page limits should be expanded, or a new section for explicit project descriptions with a page limit of no less than five pages should be added.  Revising the application to allow for more detailed descriptions will create opportunities for collaboration within communities, and will ultimately save the agencies time in the review process by allowing groups to combine program elements that might otherwise be better suited to a separate application, thereby reducing the overall number of submissions.


II. (A.) 3. Targeted Populations

DIG firmly believes that money should not be shifted away from the Sustainable Broadband Adoption category into the Public Computer Center category.  Use of computers and the internet in public locations is inherently limited and as a result, does not provide the same opportunities as at-home access.  

Simply put, a household or individual has not fully adopted broadband until always-on access is available in the home – just like it is for mainstream adopters.  In fact, for low-income families, which represent the bulk of non-adopters and face multiple barriers to adoption, the lack of a home-based connection may be even more problematic than for more affluent families.  Unlike more affluent workers, low-income individuals do not commonly have access to a broadband connection in the workplace*. Furthermore, they often work more than one job – many of them at odd hours – restricting their ability to use public terminals.

Many online activities, such as searching for financial or health information, require a greater degree of privacy than is offered in public places.  Libraries and other public access venues also place strict limits on the amount of time one can spend on a terminal, creating a barrier to more sophisticated, time-intensive activities.  Sustainable Broadband Adoption programs that enable low-income families to connect to the Internet at home offer greater opportunities for their clients to improve their educational, employment and other life opportunities over the long term.

*Data show that internet users who can afford to access the Internet at home do.  Of those who use the internet at all, only 72% of those making under $25,000 a year have a home connection, compared to 94% of those making over $50,000.  (US Census, Current Population Survey, Computer and Internet Use Supplement, 2007)


II. (B.) Program Definitions

DIG praises the agencies’ decision not to use the “unserved” and “underserved” definitions to determine eligibility in the Sustainable Broadband Adoption and Public Computer Center categories.  Determining eligibility based on the extent to which programs provide services to vulnerable populations makes a great deal of sense and should be repeated in Round 2.

Given substantial research demonstrating that low-income and otherwise vulnerable populations significantly lag the more affluent and educated in terms of broadband adoption, it is important for programs that encourage adoption among these populations to operate across the country, even in areas in which broadband service may be technically available but is in reality inaccessible due to the numerous barriers to broadband adoption by vulnerable populations as identified by the FCC in the National Broadband Plan proceeding.  

Using these factors also creates substantial efficiencies/cost savings by leveraging existing qualification structures already employed by other federal programs serving vulnerable populations.  For example, a single mother who qualifies for workforce training under TANF can automatically qualify for a Sustainable Broadband Adoption program.  Programs that operate this way are more efficient and create a better, more seamless experience for participants and program managers. 


II. (F.) Cost Effectiveness for Sustainable Broadband Adoption Programs

In the context of sustainable adoption programs, it is important that the comprehensiveness of the intervention be taken into account when evaluating cost effectiveness.  Because there are multiple barriers to broadband adoption, as has been thoroughly documented in the FCC’s National Broadband Plan proceeding, it is important that BTOP-funded adoption programs address multiple barriers in a concerted fashion.  It is ineffective, for example, to only provide free or low-cost computers when the cost of broadband service is outside the reach of many members of the target population, who will not be able to afford broadband even if they receive a new computer.  Similarly, training for digital literacy is ineffective as an adoption strategy if it not accompanied by the provision of hardware, access and support.  DIG’s experience, combined with the results of an independent evaluation of the program model, indicates that a comprehensive package of services is effective in achieving broadband adoption among various segments of the target population.  The comprehensive package includes:  1) entry-level hardware; 2) home access for some period of time; 3) literacy-appropriate, relevant content; 4) literacy appropriate training that utilizes the aforementioned content; and 5) ongoing helpdesk support.  Any cost-benefit analysis must take into account the combined cost of these program elements, as individual interventions will not yield the desired benefit.  

DIG research has also shown that providing services on a household basis has effective trickle-up and trickle-down effects, such that all members of a household benefit from the presence of a functioning computer, broadband access, and at least one household member who can provide informal coaching on internet utilization.  This means that rather than judging cost on a per capita basis, it is more accurate to assess cost on a per household basis where on average 3 to 4 members will benefit from the broadband adoption program.


Digital Impact Group is a Philadelphia-based nonprofit organization with over three years experience developing and implementing sustainable broadband adoption programs.  DIG has created a national model that has been independently evaluated by the OMG Center for Collaborative Learning.  OMG’s work demonstrated that DIG’s model is highly effective in encouraging sustainable broadband adoption among various low-income population segments. 

DIG has been engaged by the Federal Communications Commission as part of the National Broadband Plan proceeding.  Specifically, DIG is working with the Adoption and Usage Team to develop metrics to measure the success of adoption programs and to advise on incorporating adoption into existing programmatic and funding channels.  
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