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incubators, makerspaces, and more. As a result, library 
staff are often deeply knowledgeable about local 
connectivity needs and digital skills gaps. 

Libraries and librarians are also prepared when 
it comes to disaster response. Following the key role 
that libraries played in the Hurricane Katrina recovery 
the Federal Emergency Management Agency (FEMA) 
recognized libraries as essential community institutions 
for post-disaster restoration.18 Libraries have aided 
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uncertainties, libraries pivoted to make use of existing 
resources and relationships. Libraries immediately 
stepped up to offer safe connectivity options by: provid-
ing and/or procuring outdoor (“parking lot”) Wi-Fi; 
loaning hotspots and other devices such as tablets and 
laptops; offering virtual, curbside, and in-library support 
for the tasks that library users need to complete online; 
and engaging in connectivity-related partnerships with 
ÓÃÈÏÏÌÓȟ ÎÏÎȤÐÒÏПÉÔÓȟ ÉÎÄÕÓÔÒÙȟ ÁÎÄ ÌÏÃÁÌ ÇÏÖÅÒÎÍÅÎÔ 
(See Box 3 for a summary of the library connectivity 
approaches). Each of these library roles in the COVID-19 
response is further documented below. 

Libraries provide Wi-Fi
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Throughout the pandemic library parking lot Wi-Fi 
has provided a critical baseline connectivity.32 Among 
the uses, libraries reported that “patrons frequently 
used Wi-Fi in the parking lot to apply for unemploy-
ÍÅÎÔ ÂÅÎÅПÉÔÓ ÁÎÄ ÃÏÍÐÌÅÔÅ ÊÏÂ ÁÐÐÌÉÃÁÔÉÏÎÓ ×ÈÉÌÅ ×Å 
were closed to the public.”33 Other uses have included 
completing school work, accessing telemedicine, and 
staying connected with friends and family (see Box 4). 
0ÁÒËÉÎÇ ÌÏÔ 7ÉȤ&É ÈÁÓ ÁÌÓÏ ÐÒÏÖÉÄÅÄ ÕÎÅØÐÅÃÔÅÄ ÂÅÎÅПÉÔÓȢ 
For instance, the Boca Raton Public Library in Florida, 
reported that, “due to [the] parking shortage at the local 
university, we have a high number of adult students on 
laptops, [using the library Wi-Fi and] participating in 
online classes and research.” While the library had not 
ÓÅÔ ÏÕÔ ÔÏ ÓÐÅÃÉПÉÃÁÌÌÙ ÁÉÄ ÕÎÉÖÅÒÓÉÔÙ ÓÔÕÄÅÎÔÓȟ ÉÔÓ 7ÉȤ&É 
helped meet an emergent need. In sum, the widespread 
availability of this service at libraries allowed many 
Americans to complete crucial tasks as the country was 
forced to adapt to fast changing circumstances. 

Libraries also have worked to extend their Wi-Fi 
signals further beyond library walls. The Twin Lakes 
Library system in Georgia, for one, used TV White space 
to expand connectivity. The library also investigated 

using AirFiber technology, which provides faster access 
speeds to expand options for the rural community 
though it requires line of sight.
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households in an area where connectivity gaps exist.36 
While, in Canaan, Vermont—a remote part of the state 
with limited access to broadband—the library used a 
grant from Microsoft to extend Wi-Fi to a popular park.
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recognizing the need for library users to get online 
beyond library walls. These initiatives—sometimes 
ÔÁÒÇÅÔÅÄ ÔÏ ÓÐÅÃÉПÉÃ ÐÏÐÕÌÁÔÉÏÎÓ ÓÕÃÈ ÁÓ ÓÔÕÄÅÎÔÓȟ 
jobseekers, or the homeless—allow patrons to check 
out hotspots for periods of time, ranging from weeks to 
months (See Box 5). Not surprisingly, as the pandemic 
unfolded, demand for this service rose in many commu-
nities. In Texas, for example, just before the pandemic 
shuttered schools and businesses (early March 2020) 
10 Dallas libraries received 900 hotspots for people 
to borrow. Two weeks later, all of them were checked 
out.42 4ÈÅ -ÁÒÃÈ ςπςπ 0,! ÓÕÒÖÅÙ ÆÏÕÎÄ ÔÈÁÔ ςρϷ ÏÆ 
library respondents reported offering hotspot check-
outs as a service prior to COVID-19 and continued to do 
ÓÏȠ ÉÎ ÁÄÄÉÔÉÏÎ ςϷ ÏÆ ÌÉÂÒÁÒÉÅÓ ÉÍÍÅÄÉÁÔÅÌÙ ÅØÐÁÎÄÅÄ 
or added this service when the pandemic shut things 
down.43 
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class, “Google My Business and Crisis Management,” 
participants learned how to develop and enhance their 
virtual storefronts, including how to customize their 
message, manage reviews, and communicate with past 
and future customers.56 While many libraries work to 
support small businesses and entrepreneurship under 
normal circumstances, the game-changing nature of the 
pandemic meant that new kinds of support were needed. 
The Schlow Centre Region Library in Pennsylvania, in 
turn, began offering access to Zoom subscriptions to help 
people stay connected when they could not gather in the 
physical space of the library. The library’s Zoom “virtual 
community rooms” can be reserved for two hours at a 
time and accommodate up to 300 
people.57

Additionally, libraries found 
ways to offer virtual support to 
people who either have trouble 
accessing the internet at home or 
who need help to complete online 
tasks. Again, as many Americans 
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