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Bridging the Digital Divide

Polk County Public Schools, Bartow, Fla.

Students and community members have access to computers
and the Internet, thanks to Polk County Public Schools.

Closing the Digital Divide
Through Community Centers

Polk County’s population has a high poverty
rate and limited Internet access. The eighth-
largest county in Florida, Polk is not a typical
metro area—O61 percent of the population re-
sides in unincorporated areas. Little more than
12 percent of the population is unemployed, 76
percent lives below the county’s poverty level,
and 61 percent of Polk County Public Schools’
92,000 students qualify for free or reduced-
price lunch. With a per capita income average
of $18,302, many households cannot afford
computers or Internet access. As more jobs re-
quire computer skills and more correspondence
goes online, many students and their families
are in need of computer training and access to
computers.

"To bridge the vast digital divide in the commu-
nities served within the school district, it estab-
lished partnerships with neighborhood commu-
nity centers and local Internet service providers.
The Internet service companies provide either
low-cost or free Internet access to the local
community centers. The school board, upon
purchasing replacement computers for the
schools, turns around and donates refreshed
computers with typical productivity software
and sufficient technical specifications to use the
online resources for students. The community
centers use these donations to create computer
labs to provide access for students as well as for
community members. Furthermore, the school

board provides teachers for the centers to train
community members in need of computer skills
for job-seeking opportunities and to give after-
school help to students. Polk’s community cen-
ters have shown great usage from both students
and community members.

The Polk County School Board authorized in
2004 a partnership with county community
centers to develop computer resource centers
for community access and training. The district
replaces school computers every five years, and
some of the older computers are still viable ma-
chines. The board determined the best plan was
to donate these computers to community cen-
ters to create computer labs. Through the part-
nership agreement, the centers are responsible
for the security, maintenance, and Internet ac-
cess for the computers. The district provides
money for teachers to train after school hours at
those locations.

The centers serve students and the community
at large. The program has grown to more than
30 community center partnerships throughout
the county in neighborhoods where the need is
most clearly recognizable. Centers log more
than 100 users per week on a regular basis. One
center averages 300 volunteer hours, logs from
50 to 600 students, and serves more than 2,500
adults each month. This is due in part to the
economic downturn and citizens who lack re-
sources to buy computers and pay for Internet
access. Without this program, these community
centers would not be able to afford computer
labs. Students have a safe place to go after
school to do research and participate in online
learning. Adults are learning skills necessary to
better their lives and those of their children.
The program has generated more than
$400,000 in funding to support equipment and
instruction. The benefits enhance the learning
environment and help to lift up the lives of the
folks in Polk County.

Contact Abdu Taguri, assistant superinten-
dent of information systems and technology,
at abdu.taguri@polk-fl.net. The district’s
website is at www.polk-fl.net.
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