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In 2007, under the leadership of then State Librarian Janet M. Welch, the 
New York State Library, in conjunction with the Bill & Melinda Gates 
Foundation, embarked upon an ambitious plan to help public libraries 
provide quality access to computers and the Internet. Titled, Opportunity 
Online Hardware Grant, this program provided funds to public libraries 
serving communities that were both at risk of having outdated technology 
and had high concentrations of poverty. Through a $4.1 million grant from 
the Foundation, public libraries in high-need communities throughout New 
York were chosen to receive new computers and training. Recipients were 
ƭƻŎŀǘŜŘ ƛƴ ŀƭƭ сн ƻŦ bŜǿ ¸ƻǊƪΩǎ ŎƻǳƴǘƛŜǎΦ ¢ƘŜ ǘǿƻ-year grant program 
funded public computer workstations, technical support, and associated training. It also required 
dedicated local funding through a monitored and enforced escalating matching requirement. 

Four hundred twenty-one New York State libraries successfully participated in the Opportunity 
Online Hardware Grant. The choice by library trustees and directors to devote time and financial 
resources to this grant project ultimately brought more than 3,200 new public access computers 
to libraries throughout our state. 

The timing of this grant could not have been better. During the years of grant activities, the 
library landscape changed dramatically: people increasingly came to rely on library technology for 
employment, education, health, and community connections. Presently, in almost any library, 
public computers are in use almost constantly, often by individuals searching for jobs or working 
on their resumes, but also by people looking for information or entertainment. It is ironic that, 
when library services are in greatest demand, funding is in short supply. It is grant programs such 
as the Opportunity Online Hardware Grant that have helped libraries continue to meet the 
technology requirements of patrons and communities.  

I invite you to read this report, άProviding Opportunities Through Public Access Computing,έ  that 
shows how the Bill & Melinda Gates Foundation, in partnership with the New York State Library, 
has assisted libraries in making a significant difference in communities throughout New York 
State. Now, more than ever, it is critical that communities commit the local resources necessary 
to ensure all people have opportunities to benefit from technology at their public libraries.  
  
 
 Sincerely, 

  
  
 
 
 
 Bernard A. Margolis 
 New York State Librarian
  
  



 

¢ƘŜ ǇǳōƭƛŎ ƭƛōǊŀǊȅ Ƙŀǎ ƭƻƴƎ ōŜŜƴ ǘƘŜ ŎƻƳƳǳƴƛǘȅΩǎ ōŜǎǘ ǎƻǳǊŎŜ ŦƻǊ ƛƴŦƻǊƳŀǘƛƻƴΦ  tŜƻǇƭŜ ƻŦ ŀƭƭ ŀƎŜǎ 
and backgrounds rely on the library for the information they need to learn, explore, and create in 
ǘƻŘŀȅΩǎ ǿƻǊƭŘΦ The library opens doors and provides new opportunitiesτopportunities that 
without the library would not exist for many people. Since the addition of public access 
computers and the Internet to library services roughly fifteen years ago, these opportunities have 
grown exponentially.  
 
During this time, the Bill & Melinda Gates Foundation has been a strong supporter of public 
access computing in libraries.  The sponsor of many related studies and grants for hardware and 
training, the Foundation has had an enormous, positive impact on technology services in libraries 
across the country, and especially in New York State.   
 
In 2007, the Bill & Melinda Gates Foundation along with the American Library Association 
published results from the άPublic Library Funding and Technology Access Study.έ This project was 
part of the CƻǳƴŘŀǘƛƻƴΩǎ ƻƴƎƻƛƴƎ ŜŦŦƻǊǘǎ ǘƻ ǇǊƻǾƛŘŜ ƛƴŦƻǊƳŀǘƛƻƴ ŀōƻǳǘ ŎƻƳǇǳǘŜǊ ŀƴŘ LƴǘŜǊƴŜǘ 
access in public libraries. The 2007 data was utilized to inform the development of the 
Opportunity Online Hardware Grant discussed in this report. The study involved collecting 
information from three sources: (1) a national survey that gathered data about library Internet 
connectivity, use, services, funding, and sustainability, (2) a questionnaire sent to the Chief 
Officers of State Library Agencies, and (3) focus groups and site visits held in specific states. The 
following were the major findings of the study: 
 

  The study found that 73 percent of 
libraries reported that they were the only source of free public access to computers and 
the Internet in their communities. Education and job resources were the most critical 
Internet services provided. 

  Library space, 
staffing, and budgets have not grown to accommodate increased use and new 
technologies. Most buildings were constructed before the advent of networked services. 

  More than a quarter 
of libraries did not have upgrade plans in place for their public access computers. State 
library agencies also identified an inability to plan and budget for upgrades and 
maintenance as a major challenge for libraries with vulnerable technology services. 
 

 (From http://www.ala.org/ala/research/initiatives/plftas/previousstudies/0607/excutivebrief.pdf) 

In an effort to address the above challenges, the Bill & Melinda Gates Foundation established the 
Opportunity Online Hardware Grant. New York was one of the first states to take part in this 
national program, and as a result, the New York State Library played an important role in its 
development.   



 

 

Funded by the Bill & Melinda Gates Foundation, the two-year Opportunity Online Hardware Grant 
was created to help upgrade public access computing services in libraries that serve high-need 
communities and are struggling to keep pace with advancements in technology. Grant monies 
totaling $4.1 million were given to 421 public libraries in New York State for the purchase of new 
hardware for public use. In addition, the program, through technology planning and advocacy 
training, aimed to help libraries secure funding to sustain hardware upgrades over time.   
 

The New York State Library administered the program with the support of three key partners 
ǿƛǘƘƛƴ ǘƘŜ ǎǘŀǘŜΩǎ ƭƛōǊŀǊȅ ŎƻƳƳǳƴƛǘȅΦ ¢ƘŜ tǳōƭƛŎ [ƛōǊŀǊȅ {ȅǎǘŜƳ 5ƛǊŜŎǘƻǊǎ hǊƎŀƴƛȊŀǘƛƻƴΣ bŜǿ ¸ƻǊƪ 
Library Association, and Library Trustees Association of New York State helped to make the 
program possible. Public library systems provided valuable assistance and guidance to 
participating libraries. They assisted their branch and member libraries in assessing current 
technology needs, selecting new hardware, making group purchases at discounted rates, and 
submitting reports.   
 

The 421 participating libraries were located in small towns, big cities, and suburban communities 
across the state (see Appendix). Some libraries had as little as one part-time staff member, while 
others employed dozens of people. The libraries represented all 23 public library systems and 62 
counties. They were selected based on criteria set by the Bill & Melinda Gates Foundation. Every 
library needed to meet the following two requirements in order to participate: 
 

  Serve communities where ten percent of the total population or more than 
3,000 people in each library service area live in poverty. Each library was designated as 
rural, urban, or suburban, which determined their service area radius. 

  Demonstrate that their computer and Internet services are vulnerable to 
becoming obsolete. Each library completed a computer inventory to assess their 
hardware vulnerability. 
 


