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Everyone has a hobby horse, this is mine. I'm jessamyn west and I've been teaching "my first email" classes for approximately 
fifteen years. It's what I do and I like it. I have to admit, though, that I figured at some point I could no longer have a job teaching 
people email because at some point they would all have email. This isn't true. We have a lot of misunderstandings about 
technology and especially technology penetration in the US. As librarians, this is becoming our issue when it didn't used to be. I'll 
explain why and talk a little bit about what to do.###



This is the library I work at, occasionally. They call me “the intrepid part timer” Most of the 
time when I’m not doing my community management job at MetaFilter.com I’m working at 
the local vocational high school.



⚙⚙ where we are

Let's look a little bit at what the current situation is. ###



34%
Americans with 

no broadband at home

This is 36% in TN



21%
Americans with 

no internet at home



broadbandmap.gov

Getting data is a little confusing. The national broadband map can be ridiculous. Who 
benefits from this portrayal? ###



recovery.vermont.gov

This is a more realistic assessment from recovery.vermont.gov. They have a vested interest in 
looking podunk to get more stimulus money. The light areas are where 0 to 10% of the 
population have broadband. And what did we do with our stimulus money? ###
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http://www.e-ncbroadband.org/

http://www.ntia.doc.gov/press-release/2011/new-commerce-department-report-shows-
broadband-adoption-rises-digital-divide-pers



⚙⚙ what’s stopping us?

Let's look a little bit at what the current situation is. ###



competing messages

The internet 
makes you 

more 
productive!

23%
Pew's project for excellence in journalism



The internet 
is not secure

18%

competing messages



magic?

The problem, to my mind is summed up in one basic idea. People learn through media and 
from other people that computers can do magic and do not understand why they do some 
sorts of magic and not others. ###



⚙⚙ why libraries?



The library is a public 
space with 
computers, 

broadband access 
and staff.

Ninety-seven percent of the population of the United States is served by a public library. 
Now that still means there are a lot of underserved folks but other than the post office... 
###



 67% of libraries report that they are the only source of free access to computers and the internet in their 
communities [down from 73% in 2010]. Now, of course, consider the source, and still...We have these 
numbers because we decided that they were important to count. ###



Broadband adoption in low income communities





Two populations

We have to be mindful that making technology a genuine option can be important for our 
staff as well as our patrons. You can't pass on positive messages if you don't feel they're true 
yourself. ###



who cares?

Well the government for one. Obama would really like you to pay your taxes online. The 
government saves $2.50 every time someone files online instead of by paper. But they can't 
MAKE you. People who are still offline in 2011 are offline for a reason. We need to address 
those reasons. ###
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⚙⚙ the mess



Multiple divides

1. Economic divide

2. Usability divide

3. Empowerment divide

Econcomic divide: Comcast... 
Usability divide: 40% of the population has lower literacy skills, seniors and other people with cognitive and 
physical impairments... participation inequality. “in social networks and community systems, about 90% of 
users don't contribute, 9% contribute sporadically, and a tiny minority of 1% accounts for most 
contributions.” We know this, and yet we act like facebook is really reaching people... it is and it isn’t. 
Empowerment divide:



And the stuff isn’t easy and the computers done come with manuals. Learning tech always 
takes time. This is a favorite: 1946 manhattan phone book. The rules used to be at least 
somewhat linear. They’re not anymore.







When I talk to public librarians I often stress just basic access to services. Being able to fill out your FEMA forms, or being able to 
apply for a job or collect unemployment. But there is a whole new level, a more sophisticated level of tech understanding that 
people need. Think of it as a consumer education or criitical thinking skills but for college level students [and faculty, let’s be 
serious]. 

In this example, what does Google want? What’s in your best interests? How does the design lead you one way and not 
another...?
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⚙⚙ the myths



"The older generation will die 
and then we'll be set."





"The kids today, 
they're all born digital"







"Old statistics are out of date, 
change is rapid."



but realistically, this is happening worldwide [in russia and poland]



The numbers, the 34% with no broadband at home and 21% no internet at all? In 1.5 years, 
that had changed 1%
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"As cell phones and smartphones get 
ubiquitous, people will learn technology."



Other things to keep in mind: bandwidth caps, lack of net neutrality, expensive plans



"People don't want to learn technology.
Why is it our problem?"





⚙⚙ some good news



People find a way

In my dream world, we set some of these processes in motion and get out of the way.



So we’ve always had sort of side jobs in addition to our “real” jobs. Lately the side job that I often call 
“screwing around on the internet” has had a lot of people joining me, doing some worklike things... 69000 
signatures to Harper Collins, going forward with ebook lending even though it’s not tried in court, making 
your digitized images public domain.... These are all slowly helping, and they’re untangling the messy 
legacy that a decade of Wild West type wrangling about licensing and owning and econtent.
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Free to All

These projects, among others stress that access to information, in whatever format, is a 
right, not the privilege of a few. And especially not the few who understand it and how to get 
it. And the more we enlarge that community, of people who get it, the more we live up to our 
ideals.



Use the stuff ourselves, just to show that it’s possible, okay, and practical.
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⚙⚙ final words



I used to say that the Gates Foundation was the best and worst thing to happen to Vermont's 
libraries. I feel like, while it gave us computers, it also gave us sort of common scapegoat, 
and that was unhelpful for our personal empowerment divide.



So at some level it all comes down to culture. This image is a joke because we share a 
culture, we know certain things.... but this culture which feels democratizing and inclusive (if 
goofy) is not yet really available to everyone. We are the integral link in making that happen. 
Join me.



⚙⚙ thank you

librarian.net/talks/metrolina


