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STRATEGIC OUTREACH SERVICES AND OFFICE OF STATE BROADBAND RELEASE REPORT CALLING FOR ACTION ON STUDENT ACCESS TO 
HIGH-SPEED INTERNET IN HARTFORD’S NORTH END 

(HARTFORD, CT - June 13, 2017) – Strategic Outreach Services (SOS), a strategic communications firm led by Janice Flemming-Butler, and the Office of State Broadband (Broadband Office), which is part of the State of Connecticut’s Office of Consumer Counsel led by Elin Swanson Katz, today released a report, Assessment of the Broadband “Homework Gap” In Hartford, detailing the barriers to affordable high-speed internet access faced by students in the North End of Hartford.  

Specifically, outreach efforts by Mrs. Flemming-Butler and Consumer Counsel Katz revealed that there exists a gap between the availability of high-speed internet for student research and completion of homework in the suburbs and the lack of such availability in many homes in the North End of Hartford.  This troubling situation, dubbed the “Homework Gap,” negatively impacts the educational opportunities of North End students.  Unlike their suburban counterparts who typically access high-speed internet via home connections, interviews with students, parents, and community leaders in the North End revealed that many students there must wander and struggle in search of such access, including in restaurants, outside of school buildings, or at the Hartford Public Library and its branches prior to their early evening closure, as early as 5 pm.  However, all of these options are of limited practical use and are unsatisfactory “workarounds” that do not address the crux of the problem.

To create greater equality of opportunity between urban and suburban students, Mrs. Flemming-Butler and Consumer Counsel Katz are calling on state and local government officials, community activists and leaders, broadband development companies, local businesses, and other relevant stakeholders to craft short-term and long-term solutions that will solve the Homework Gap.  The overall goal is to end the “broadband desert” that has developed in the North End and make affordable high-speed internet services available to homes and businesses throughout the community.  Any Hartford revitalization effort must take into account that the North End’s internet access is woefully inadequate, creating barriers to both education and economic development.  Solutions are available, including installation of internet fiber wires on poles or in trenches, but those solutions must be embraced with urgency, creativity, and resources.  

[bookmark: _GoBack]Mrs. Flemming-Butler stated, “When living in Asylum Hill, I experienced very strong broadband services.  Six months ago, I moved to Ridgefield Street in the Blue Hills community, and have received poor quality of broadband services ever since.  Since then, I learned my predicament was shared by the students and families in the surrounding community.  As a result, the Voices of Women of Color have been on a mission to solve the internet access disparities among Hartford neighborhoods and communities in Hartford and in comparison to surrounding suburban towns.  I look forward to continuing to work with Consumer Counsel Katz, the Office of State Broadband, and all other stakeholders on solving these broadband challenges.”

Consumer Counsel Katz said, “These meetings and discussions with the people who live and work in the North End of Hartford have been eye-opening, especially as I spoke with the parents and educators of school-aged children. I heard first-hand of their struggles to obtain affordable broadband access in their homes that is necessary to complete homework, communicate with teachers, and collaborate in online groups.  This is an issue of educational inequality that cannot wait. This Assessment will shape the work of the Broadband Office moving forward, since education is an area where I hope we can have the most impact, and I thank Mrs. Flemming-Butler for her leadership.”

"High-speed internet has become an essential educational tool and we need to make sure all children have access to it," said Mayor Luke Bronin. "I want to thank the Voices of Women of Color and the Office of State Broadband for bringing more attention to the challenges we face in bridging the 'Homework Gap.'  I look forward to working with them, our City Council, and all stakeholders to expand access to high-speed internet in the North End and throughout Hartford."  

“A digital divide that deprives children of a basic education is unacceptable,” Comptroller Kevin Lembo said. “This homework gap perpetuates a permanent underclass – creating education, income and economic opportunity gaps that harm everyone. No child should be forced to do their homework at a fast food restaurant because internet access is unavailable at home. Connecticut should be the nation’s first gigabit state, not falling behind other states and failing children, working families and businesses. It doesn’t have to be this way, so let’s fix it immediately.”

Hartford City Council Chairman T.J. Clarke, a resident of North Hartford, applauded the release of the Assessment Report, stating, “I am committed to working with SOS, Consumer Counsel Katz, and key stakeholders to ensure that broadband infrastructure and services are a key part of any discussion whenever there are development projects happening around schools and businesses.  As a member of this community, I know how crucial affordable access is for all of us, especially for our children.”

The Assessment is available on the Office of Consumer Counsel website at www.ct.gov/occ.



###

The Office of Consumer Counsel (OCC) is the State of Connecticut’s independent advocate for consumers on issues relating to electricity, natural gas, water, and telecommunications.  For more information, visit www.ct.gov/occ.  The State Broadband Office (SBO) is part of the Office of Consumer Counsel by statute, and works to facilitate the availability of broadband access to every state citizen and to increase access to and the adoption of ultra-high-speed gigabit capable broadband networks.

Strategic Outreach Services (SOS) is a strategic communications enterprise led by Janice Flemming-Butler, a longtime community organizer and founder of the Voices of Women of Color in Hartford, Connecticut.
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