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SPEAKER(S): LARRY IRVING, ANGELA SIEFER,  & DIVA SRIDHAR                                                                                                                                     
DATE OF WEBINAR: OCTOBER 27, 2020 Background of Speaker(s) 

MODERATOR’S NAME: VIKKI KATZ 
POSITION/ROLE, ORGANIZATION: Associate Professor in the School of Communication & Information 

Rutgers University 

AREA OF EXPERTISE: Communication and Information  

AFFILIATED COUNTY:  N/A 

SOCIAL MEDIA HANDLE(S): Twitter: @vikki_katz 

RELEVANT WEBSITES: https://comminfo.rutgers.edu/katz-vikki-s  

 

SPEAKER’S NAME: LARRY IRVING 
POSITION/ROLE, ORGANIZATION:  President and CEO of the Irving Group 

AREA OF EXPERTISE: International telecommunications and Information Technology 

AFFILIATED COUNTY:  N/A 

SOCIAL MEDIA HANDLE(S): Twitter: @larry_irving | LinkedIn: 

https://www.linkedin.com/in/larryirving/  

RELEVANT WEBSITE(S):  https://www.internethalloffame.org/inductees/larry-irving  

 

SPEAKER’S NAME: ANGELA SIEFER 
POSITION/ROLE, ORGANIZATION: Executive Director, National Digital Inclusion Alliance 

AREA OF EXPERTISE: Digital Inclusion  

AFFILIATED COUNTY:  N/A 

SOCIAL MEDIA HANDLE(S): Twitter: @angelasiefer | Twitter: @netinclusion  

RELEVANT WEBSITE(S): http://www.angelasiefer.com/  | https://www.digitalinclusion.org/about/  

 

SPEAKER’S NAME: DIVYA SRIDHAR 
POSITION/ROLE, ORGANIZATION: Policy Director, Digital Equity Excel in Ed  

AREA OF EXPERTISE:  District Digital Transformation and Digital Learning, Educational Equity and 

Digital Equity, Interoperability, Student Data Privacy, and Broadband/Connectivity 

AFFILIATED COUNTY:  N/A 

SOCIAL MEDIA HANDLE(S): Twitter: @ExcelinEd  

RELEVANT WEBSITE(S): https://excelined.org/  

 

Background of Commentors Speaker(s) 
COMMENTATOR’S NAME: JOHN FERGUSON 
POSITION/ROLE, ORGANIZATION: Manager, Digital Access for All, The Patterson Foundation 

https://comminfo.rutgers.edu/katz-vikki-s
https://www.linkedin.com/in/larryirving/
https://www.internethalloffame.org/inductees/larry-irving
http://www.angelasiefer.com/
https://www.digitalinclusion.org/about/
https://excelined.org/
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SPEAKER(S): LARRY IRVING, ANGELA SIEFER,  & DIVA SRIDHAR                                                                                                                                     
DATE OF WEBINAR: OCTOBER 27, 2020 AREA OF EXPERTISE: Philanthropy, Project Management  

SOCIAL MEDIA HANDLE(S): Twitter: @TheRealJohnFerg | Twitter: @ThePattersonFdn  

RELEVANT WEBSITE(S):  https://www.thepattersonfoundation.org/  

 

COMMENTATOR’S NAME:  JACK LYNCH  
POSITION/ROLE, ORGANIZATION: Director of State Engagements & The Digital Bridge 

EducationSuperHighway 

AREA OF EXPERTISE: Technology, Education, and Government Relations 

SOCIAL MEDIA HANDLE(S): Twitter: @OTI | Twitter: @educationsuperhighway | LinkedIn: 

https://www.linkedin.com/in/jackwlynch/  

RELEVANT WEBSITE(S):  https://www.educationsuperhighway.org/  

 

COMMENTATOR’S NAME: CLAIRE PARK 
POSITION/ROLE, ORGANIZATION: Program Associate, Open Technology Institute at New America 

AREA OF EXPERTISE: Politics, Economics, and Philosophy  

SOCIAL MEDIA HANDLE(S): Twitter: @clerppark | Twitter: @NewAmerica  

RELEVANT WEBSITE(S):  https://www.newamerica.org/oti/ | https://www.newamerica.org/  

Relevant Resources:   
1. Beyond reopening: A leapfrog moment to transform education?: 

https://campaignforgrade-levelreading.createsend1.com/t/d-l-cihkdjl-l-z/  

2. Digital prosperity: How broadband can deliver health and equity to all communities: 

https://campaignforgrade-levelreading.createsend1.com/t/d-l-cihkdjl-l-v/  

3. Governor Jeb Bush's proposal for a national investment to help close the digital divide: 

https://campaignforgrade-levelreading.createsend1.com/t/d-l-cihkdjl-l-e/  

4. Protecting Students' Privacy and Advancing Digital Equity report by the Center for 

Democracy & Technology: https://campaignforgrade-levelreading.createsend1.com/t/d-l-

cihkdjl-l-s/  

5. U.S. Chamber of Commerce letter to Congress, urging our leaders to adopt a robust 

strategy to ensure all Americans are connected: https://campaignforgrade-

levelreading.createsend1.com/t/d-l-cihkdjl-l-g/  

6. Broadband Internet Is an Imperative, Not a Luxury: 

https://slate.com/technology/2020/10/jeb-bush-broadband-internet-investment.html  

7. Center for Democracy and Technology: https://cdt.org/  

8. Alabama Broadband Connectivity: https://abcstudents.org/  

9. The Campaign for Grade-Level Reading: https://gradelevelreading.net/  

https://www.thepattersonfoundation.org/
https://www.linkedin.com/in/jackwlynch/
https://www.educationsuperhighway.org/
https://www.newamerica.org/oti/
https://www.newamerica.org/
https://campaignforgrade-levelreading.createsend1.com/t/d-l-cihkdjl-l-z/
https://campaignforgrade-levelreading.createsend1.com/t/d-l-cihkdjl-l-v/
https://campaignforgrade-levelreading.createsend1.com/t/d-l-cihkdjl-l-e/
https://campaignforgrade-levelreading.createsend1.com/t/d-l-cihkdjl-l-s/
https://campaignforgrade-levelreading.createsend1.com/t/d-l-cihkdjl-l-s/
https://campaignforgrade-levelreading.createsend1.com/t/d-l-cihkdjl-l-g/
https://campaignforgrade-levelreading.createsend1.com/t/d-l-cihkdjl-l-g/
https://slate.com/technology/2020/10/jeb-bush-broadband-internet-investment.html
https://cdt.org/
https://abcstudents.org/
https://gradelevelreading.net/


 
 

Last Modified Date: 02/02/2021 

 

4 

RUNNING RESEARCH: GLR LEARNING TUESDAYS | LEARNING LOSS RECOVERY 
SERIES                          THE FEDERAL ROLE IN ADVANCING DIGITAL EQUITY                                                                                     

SPEAKER(S): LARRY IRVING, ANGELA SIEFER,  & DIVA SRIDHAR                                                                                                                                     
DATE OF WEBINAR: OCTOBER 27, 2020 Webinar Description:  

The Campaign for Grade-Level Reading (CGLR) Learning Tuesdays demonstrates the 

Campaign's commitment to continue learning with others and from others. Therefore, CGLR 

hosts several webinars to learn, inform, and energize. GLR Learning Tuesdays webinar, The 

Federal Role in Advancing Digital Equity, is part of their Learning Loss Recovery Challenge 

series (Gradelevelreading.net). This webinar is the fifth in a series focused on digital equity.    

Defining Digital Access 
THE THREE-LEGGED STOOL  
You cannot do anything without the Internet. Ferguson shared that the three-legged stool of 

digital access includes connectivity, devices, and skills and support. Developing digital skills 

involves support to use a new learning device or environment. Teachers need support because 

many do not have the skills to shift their teaching to an online format.  Ferguson also added that 

digital access is a public health issue, but you have to convince people that is how it works. For 

example, 27 percent of older adults do not have Internet access. We are on an arc towards that. 

Barriers to Digital Access for Asset Limited 

Families and Communities 
POVERTY, AGE, EDUCATION  
When asked how we got to where we are relating to digital equity, Irving mentioned the 

telephone issue back in the 1980s. There was a significant inequity issue with who had a 

telephone. If you were black or brown, or a living on a Native American reservation, you had a 

lower telephone penetration, although America had over a 90 percent telephone penetration.  

Now, the Lifeline Program gives everyone access to a phone.  

 

Ten years after that, Irving visited the Thurgood Marshall Highschool in California, where he 

noticed that the brown and Hispanic kids did not know that a computer existed. His observation 

showed a divide impacting two groups of kids who are equally deserving. Irving remembers that 

at his old school, a metal detector was the most advanced technology there. 

 

Data drives public policy, but it also reveals existing barriers. The Census Bureau started a 

survey, and that was the first survey done, and two more surveys followed that. The first survey 

was able to get the E-rate. The survey showed that five types of people are least likely to be 

connected: Poor, minority, rural, elderly, and if you had less education. Twenty-five years later, 

it is almost the same.   
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Not all internet service providers (ISPs) are large; some could not afford to give subsidies. They 

are struggling because folks cannot pay their bills. Small ISPs do not have the financial strength 

like larger ISPS to absorb people not paying their bills. Also, some ISPs place barriers that make 

it hard for people to qualify for low-cost services.  There is also a 25/3 issue. It is hard to teach 

kids with varying Internet like 25/3, 1000, or none. Redlining is another issue. The Federal 

Communications Commission (FCC) has made it harder for more local places to prevent 

redlining. They do not want to give incentives for redlining.  

 

In California, people suggested adjusting the timing of enrollments. Specifically, advocate for a 

shorter enrollment period to get families interested faster. There are also activation challenges. 

Although there are agreements with all parties, there are barriers to turn up the service. The FCC 

says it has to happen in 10 days, yet you have to hold the ISPs accountable to ensure it happens.  

Programs, Initiatives, and Approaches That Exist 

to Provide Digital Access to Asset Limited 

Families and Communities 
APPROACHES  
Irving. In Washington, the digital divide is politicized. The attention is on rural families now. 

The FCC has a 20 million fund to spend on rural Americans, but there are 3 to 4 times as many 

families who do not have access to it as rural families because they cannot afford it. Yet, we are 

not spending as much money to address that. In the stimulus bills, there is nothing specifically to 

address internet connectivity or affordability. 1 in 3 kids in America do not have access or cannot 

afford it in the middle of the pandemic. 

 

Irving did highlight innovative efforts. He suggested using schools and libraries to radiate a 

broadband wireless connection in the community. We need to do it more because the students 

need it to access broadband Internet at home. He suggested changing the E-rate to get the money 

to schools so they can use the connection to help low-income communities have access to it.  

 

 

  

Siefer. When asked what she sees as the critical elements in policies to address the digital divide, 

Siefer warned to watch what data you use. Also, she cautioned about investing only in 

availability and not adoption. Adoption is dependent on skills and support.  
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DATE OF WEBINAR: OCTOBER 27, 2020 The United States has a bit of a broadband subsidy. The Lifeline program is limited, and a few 

wireline services (DSL, Cable) come with it. People need a real subsidy to help pay their bills.  

Broadband is seen as a commodity, not legally a utility, since it is bought and sold. People who 

buy it have little control over what their choices are. Digital literacy is not required and there is 

not really a system to help older adults. Siefer wonders if states already had digital literacy plans 

before the pandemic. If they did, she wonders how different things would be when the pandemic 

started. 

 

There is not any good data to answer how much broadband costs. The FCC does not share that 

data because ISPs do not want them to share that data. Therefore, we do not have that 

information. It was hard for the districts to know who has access, who can have access, or who 

does not have access. Now, people have to figure out a plan to deal with digital access and deal 

with the pandemic. When asked why should solutions focus on children and families and not 

students in schools only, Siefer asked whether kids live alone. Do we think they live alone? The 

answer is no. Kids live with adults, and the adults need internet access and skills, and the right 

device to help their kids be successful in school. Now, parents need internet access. They also 

need to apply for jobs, use new skills, do banking, and everything else. Without these tools, 

adults’ lives are more challenging, which makes their children’s lives harder. As commentary, 

Ferguson shared the following quote: “Lift up kids, we lift up families. When we lift up families, 

we lift up communities.” 

 

Siefer found it astounding that all the activity has been at the local level during the pandemic. 

Cares Act was the most essential by the federal government. Now at the local level, people have 

to decide should we buy food or the Internet? People at the local level need help from the 

government. However, she did identify some gaps. First, we need clear definitions. For example,   

digital equity, the goal, is full internet access. Digital inclusion, the how, is achieved through 

affordable home broadband and public access. Digital literacy is technical support. Second, the 

broadband data mapping piece is essential. There are various efforts to make maps better to serve 

communities better and have a procedure to make that happen. Georgia created its own 

broadband availability map.  

 

Park. Park shared that she sees people going to great lengths so their kids do not lose internet 

access. Internet access is not an accessory. Having internet access centers around affordability. 

We need to support existing programs like Lifeline. We need to get more people enrolled, get 

lower prices, and ensure people get quality service. There needs to be more broadband 

competition, and the federal government needs to have a significant role in this. Park also 

suggested the government avoids harmful mergers and breaks up ISPs when they get too big. 

 

Sridhar. Sridhar shared what states were doing. According to Sridhar, some states were working 

to ensure schools had high quality personalized learning and digital learning. Some states were 
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DATE OF WEBINAR: OCTOBER 27, 2020 not. Other states did not have the capabilities to do so. With the pandemic, the focus was on 

education equity and digital equity. Sridhar shared some exciting things happening across the 

country. For example, she mentioned the Alabama Broadband Connectivity (ABC) Program by 

Alabama’s Governor. For that program, students received internet access codes to access 

broadband connections. In Alaska, there was a bill to double the minimum internet speeds for K-

12 schools. The governor of Indiana is focusing on skills training, and Nebraska is focusing on 

workforce development.  

 

When it comes to long-term solutions, Sridhar shared that Virginia is preparing for digital 

learning and a more statewide system to be employed across the state. This system would allow 

students to go online and access resources. Virginia was prepared due to preplanning. During the 

pandemic, people asked why school leaders were not prepared. Sridhar mentioned if states had 

tried to do preplanning before the pandemic, people would have seen it as wasting funds. Sridhar 

stressed that investments allow for meaningful responses and can provide help. 

 

The Impact of COVID-19 on Digital Access 
CHANGING ATTITUDES  
According to Lynch, the coronavirus pandemic changed attitudes on the role of technology in 

students’ lives and the state's role to guarantee access. Before, 44 percent of teachers believed 

educational technology was important. Today, it is now 88 percent. Lynch also shared that 75 

percent of teachers and parents want more online learning after the pandemic ends (Center for 

Democracy and Technology). Despite its challenges, online learning does offer benefits if 

executed properly. Students need access to technology, devices, and internet connectivity. Most 

people thought it was the family’s responsibility to give their children devices and Internet 

access, but now more people say it is the state’s responsibility to provide it. 

Topics Worth Further Exploration  
TRANSITION TEAMS  
According to Irving, being on a transition team provides an opportunity to do all of the things 

discussed, such as rural broadband, increasing the E-rate program, public housing, design 

connectivity to raise up the families, and rural health clinics.  

 

However, the following questions still need answers: What problems exist, and how do we 

address them? What does online learning mean? Who is noting the best practices and lessons 

learned? You want to catch them now and to be able to share them. Much of the information will 

not be remembered, like how children learn and the differences between devices. A final 

question is who is capturing it, measuring it, and noting it? 

 


