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Millions Rely on Library Computers for Employment, Health and Education



In Anne Arundel County, patrons used library computers more than half a million times in 2009

(Annapolis, MD March 31, 2010) Nearly one-third of Americans age 14 or older – roughly 77 million people – used a public library computer or wireless network to access the Internet in the past year, according to a recently released national study. Anne Arundel County Public Library patrons followed suit, logging on to Library computers 584,000 times throughout the 15 branches. Many more used the Library’s WiFi to surf the Internet on their own laptops.

The report, Opportunity for All: How the American Public Benefits from Internet Access at U.S. Libraries, is based on the first, large-scale study of who uses public computers and Internet access in public libraries, the ways library patrons use this free technology service, why they use it, and how it affects their lives. It was conducted by the University of Washington Information School and funded by the Bill & Melinda Gates Foundation and the Institute of Museum and Library Services.

The report provides statistical proof of what the staff of the Anne Arundel County Public Library (AACPL) has been witnessing anecdotally for the past few years. Faced with the challenges posed by the recession, people in our area and throughout the country are relying on library technology to seek out information in several key areas, including education, employment and health. 

In FY 2009, available statistics regarding AACPL in-branch computer usage in these areas included the following:

• Patrons conducted more than 10,000* searches on business-related databases** while logged on to AACPL computers, and retrieved some 1,900 articles. The business databases house such facts and figures as company data, current media coverage and investment information. Nationally, according to the report, an estimated 30 million people received help with their career needs from Library computers, including performing similar searches and completing online job applications.

•  AACPL patrons accessed the Health & Wellness Resource Center database more than 1,400 times from Library computers. This is only one of several databases focusing on health-related information. Across the country, 28.5 million patrons sought health information from their local Library.

•  Homework databases including Resource Centers on Literature, Science, Biography and History, Opposing Viewpoints and the Student Resource Center were accessed more than 18,000 times by students using AACPL computers. Twelve million students nation-wide used online Library resources to complete their assignments.

The report notes that the Library’s role as a destination for access to technology has exploded since 1996, when only 28 percent of Libraries offered Internet access. AACPL was among them, offering visitors free access to computers and the Internet beginning that year. In the past 14 years, the number of PCs available for public use has grown from just one at each branch to a total of 302 computers throughout the system.
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The demand for such services continues to increase exponentially, as have the technological advances needed to provide patrons with the access they truly need. AACPL struggles to keep pace in order to provide patrons with the PCs and software they need – a challenge in these difficult economic times. The Library’s main server dates back to 2002 and is no longer under warranty, and all funding for repair or replacement of computer technology was cut out of AACPL’s FY 2010 budget.

According to the report, it’s a problem that Libraries are struggling with across the county. 

“Library technology services have created opportunity for millions of Americans, but public libraries struggle to replace aging computer workstations and increase the speed of their Internet connections,” said Allan Golston, president of the United States Program at the Bill & Melinda Gates Foundation. 

Connection speed is also an issue here. In Anne Arundel County, the local government, in partnership with Comcast, has begun to provide broadband fiber Internet access for the AACPL branches and other County facilities. 

The Edgewater Branch Library will soon be the fifth of the 15 Libraries in the County to receive this expanded access capability, joining Severna Park, Crofton and the North and West County Area Libraries. Library officials hope that the Annapolis Area Library will also receive broadband access by year’s end.

The County is seeking federal stimulus funds to facilitate the expansion of broadband technologies to County sites, however those funds are in danger of drying up. If the County does not receive this funding, it will be four to five years before AACPL can realize the full benefits of this current, readily available broadband technology.

 “For an astounding number of Anne Arundel County residents, libraries are an essential tool to connect them to information, knowledge, and opportunities,” said Marion Francis, AACPL Administrator. 

“As budgets are finalized in Anne Arundel County and throughout our state, this study serves as an important reminder of all of the roles that the public library plays in not only helping people cope with current economic realities, but in the economic recovery of our nation,” Francis continued. 

“Policy makers need to be cognizant of the role libraries are playing in workforce development, education, health and wellness, and awareness of and access to government services and provide us with the means to continue those efforts.”

Opportunity for All: How the American Public Benefits from Internet Access at U.S. Libraries is available at http://tascha.washington.edu/usimpact.
*This number is probably much higher, however not all databases differentiate between in-house and remote use.

** These electronic databases, “reference materials of the 21st century," are considered part of the Library’s collection. The subscriptions are among the costs of running the Library.
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