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The COVID-19 pandemic has spotlighted the importance of universal
digital access. The gaps in reliable access to the internet and digital
devices that have long contributed to educational inequities were even
more evident during distance learning. Over the past two years,
educators and policymakers have addressed affordability and lack of
infrastructure—two key barriers to universal access—and achieved
some measure of success.

Schools have made substantial strides toward closing the digital divide,
particularly by providing access to devices. At the beginning of the
pandemic, 1.7 million (28%) Californian students lacked access to a
connected device suitable for distance learning, and at least 1.1 million
(17%) lacked sufficient broadband access. The pandemic-related influx
of federal and state stimulus dollars helped schools purchase devices
and provide broadband connectivity to more than 2 million students
during the 2020–21 school year. This includes students who did not
have any access as well as students who had to share a device with
others in their households.

Our recent work shows that digital access improved dramatically for
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low-income households with K–12 students; the share with reliable
access increased from 44.8% in spring 2020 to 64.4% in spring 2021.

To help schools continue narrowing gaps in access to remote learning,
Congress authorized the $7.2 billion Emergency Connectivity Fund
(ECF) in March 2021. This funding allows districts, charter schools, and
libraries to purchase or seek reimbursements for laptops, Wi-Fi
hotspots, routers and other eligible equipment or services delivered
between July 1, 2021 and June 30, 2022. The FCC recently extended
the service delivery date to June 30, 2023. More than 500 California
districts applied for ECF funding; the latest data show that in California
ECF has provided devices to 1.2 million students and connected about
900,000 students with broadband.

The ECF has the potential to eliminate the vast majority of unmet need
for devices, but sustaining broadband access and replacing out-of-life
cycle devices may be a challenge in the long term—after the fund runs
out. 
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Other federal investments have helped students and families access the
internet for education, health care, and work. The FCC’s Emergency
Broadband Benefit (EBB) program, launched in May 2021, provided a
discount of up to $50 per month toward broadband services for eligible
households. Eligibility criteria included but were not limited to
participation in safety net programs, having an income at or below 135%
of the federal poverty line, or having experienced a loss of income due
to the pandemic. Eligible households could also receive a one-time
discount of up to $100 for a device, but they were required to contribute
at least $10 toward the purchase.

The EBB expired on December 31, 2021, and was replaced by the
Affordable Connectivity Program (ACP), which offers long-term support
for households. The maximum monthly ACP benefit is $30, and
eligibility criteria expanded to include a household income at or below
200% of the federal poverty line.

The FCC estimates that at least 3.7 million California households are
eligible for federally funded digital access assistance. However,
preliminary data show that as of March 2022, only 1.2 million California
households participated in the EBB or ACP.
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Several factors have contributed to the low take-up rates. First,
awareness is very low: nationwide, only 23% of adults have heard “a lot”
or “some” about the Emergency Broadband Benefit. Second, many
households may be discouraged by the multi-step application process,
which requires them to first apply for funding and then arrange for a
participating internet service provider to apply the subsidy. Third,
some internet service providers initially required enrollees to upgrade
their existing data plans to more expensive plans, so some households
may have decided not to apply for fear of higher bills if they lose
eligibility or the program ends.

An equitable digital infrastructure is essential to an inclusive recovery
from this pandemic. Last year, California passed Senate Bill (SB) 156,
which invests $6 billion to expand broadband infrastructure and
enhance internet access in unserved and underserved communities. It
allocates $3.25 billion for a statewide open-access middle-mile network,
and $2 billion for last-mile infrastructure.

SB 156, along with federal Infrastructure Investment and Jobs Act
investments, has the potential to establish California as a leader in
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equitable digital access. As these investments are rolled out, PPIC will
continue to assess digital equity gaps and spotlight high-impact local
programs that could be adopted by communities across the state.

TOPICS

coronavirus  COVID-19  digital divide  internet access

K–12 Education  school funding

Learn More

REPORT · OCTOBER 2021

https://www.ppic.org/blog/building-a-community-owned-broadband-network-in-imperial-county/
https://www.ppic.org/tag/coronavirus/
https://www.ppic.org/tag/coronavirus/
https://www.ppic.org/topic/trending-covid-19/
https://www.ppic.org/topic/trending-covid-19/
https://www.ppic.org/tag/digital-divide/
https://www.ppic.org/tag/digital-divide/
https://www.ppic.org/tag/internet-access/
https://www.ppic.org/tag/internet-access/
https://www.ppic.org/topic/k-12-education/
https://www.ppic.org/topic/k-12-education/
https://www.ppic.org/tag/school-funding/
https://www.ppic.org/tag/school-funding/
https://www.ppic.org/publication/achieving-digital-equity-for-californias-students/


How Has California Narrowed Its K–12 Digital Divide? - Public Policy Institute of California

https://www.ppic.org/...-california-narrowed-its-k-12-digital-divide?utm_source=ppic&utm_medium=email&utm_campaign=blog_subscriber[5/4/2022 11:42:51 AM]

Achieving Digital Equity for California’s Students

BLOG POST · JANUARY 4, 2022

Commentary: Narrowing the Digital Divide with Pandemic Benefits

https://www.ppic.org/publication/achieving-digital-equity-for-californias-students/
https://www.ppic.org/blog/commentary-narrowing-the-digital-divide-with-pandemic-benefits/
https://www.ppic.org/blog/commentary-narrowing-the-digital-divide-with-pandemic-benefits/


How Has California Narrowed Its K–12 Digital Divide? - Public Policy Institute of California

https://www.ppic.org/...-california-narrowed-its-k-12-digital-divide?utm_source=ppic&utm_medium=email&utm_campaign=blog_subscriber[5/4/2022 11:42:51 AM]

PPIC Logo

Get email updates
Subscribe

TOPICS

Criminal Justice

Economy

BLOG POST · JANUARY 28, 2022

Building a Community-Owned Broadband Network in Imperial County

https://www.ppic.org/
https://www.ppic.org/mailing-list/
https://www.ppic.org/topics/criminal-justice/
https://www.ppic.org/topics/economy/
https://www.ppic.org/blog/building-a-community-owned-broadband-network-in-imperial-county/
https://www.ppic.org/blog/building-a-community-owned-broadband-network-in-imperial-county/


How Has California Narrowed Its K–12 Digital Divide? - Public Policy Institute of California

https://www.ppic.org/...-california-narrowed-its-k-12-digital-divide?utm_source=ppic&utm_medium=email&utm_campaign=blog_subscriber[5/4/2022 11:42:51 AM]

Health & Safety Net

Higher Education

K–12 Education

Political Landscape

Population

Water, Land & Air

EVENTS

Upcoming & Previous

CENTERS

PPIC Higher Education Center

PPIC Statewide Survey

PPIC Water Policy Center

ABOUT

About PPIC

For the Media

Bechtel Conference Center

Contact Us

PEOPLE

Our Team

Board of Directors

Statewide Leadership Council

Adjunct Fellows

Diversity & Inclusion

Careers

SUPPORT

Donate

Ways to Give

Our Contributors

All Contents © Public Policy Institute of California 2022, Site Policies

https://www.ppic.org/topics/health-safety-net/
https://www.ppic.org/higher-education/
https://www.ppic.org/topics/k-12-education/
https://www.ppic.org/topics/political-landscape/
https://www.ppic.org/topics/population/
https://www.ppic.org/water/
https://www.ppic.org/events/
https://www.ppic.org/higher-education/
https://www.ppic.org/survey/
https://www.ppic.org/water/
https://www.ppic.org/about-ppic/
https://www.ppic.org/for-the-media/
https://www.ppic.org/about-ppic/bechtel-conference-center/
https://www.ppic.org/contact-us/
https://www.ppic.org/about-ppic/our-team/
https://www.ppic.org/about-ppic/board-of-directors/
https://www.ppic.org/about-ppic/statewide-leadership-council/
https://www.ppic.org/about-ppic/adjunct-fellows/
https://www.ppic.org/about-ppic/diversity-inclusion/
https://www.ppic.org/about-ppic/careers/
https://www.ppic.org/support-ppic/donate/
https://www.ppic.org/support-ppic/
https://www.ppic.org/support-ppic/contributors/
https://www.ppic.org/site-policies/


How Has California Narrowed Its K–12 Digital Divide? - Public Policy Institute of California

https://www.ppic.org/...-california-narrowed-its-k-12-digital-divide?utm_source=ppic&utm_medium=email&utm_campaign=blog_subscriber[5/4/2022 11:42:51 AM]


	ppic.org
	How Has California Narrowed Its K–12 Digital Divide? - Public Policy Institute of California


	BhaWduPWJsb2dfc3Vic2NyaWJlcgA=: 
	button5: 
	button1: 



