
Digital Equity Webinar Series: 
Digital Equity for Small and Rural 

Communities
June 27, 2024



Questions

• Type questions in the Q&A box on the right-hand side of the screen.

Presentation

• The presentation, along with a recording of the webinar, will be available on the BroadbandUSA
website under Events/Past Events.

Housekeeping



3 Internet For All

UNCLASSIFIED

Agenda

Welcome and Introduction Michell Morton, Digital Equity Deputy Director, NTIA

Moderator Philip Powell, Federal Program Officer, NTIA

Digital Equity for Small and Rural Communities Colby Hall, Executive Director, Shaping Our Appalachian Region (SOAR)

Welcome to Woodfin Mayor Jim McAllister, City of Woodfin, North Carolina

Putting Rural Broadband Infrastructure 
Predevelopment and Digital Adoption Together 
Programmatically

Christa Vinson, Senior Program Officer, Broadband & Infrastructure,
Rural LISC

Raegan Larussa, Rural Digital Equity and Capacity Building Assistant, 
Rural LISC

Q&A All

Closing Philip Powell, Federal Program Officer, NTIA



Digital Equity for Small and Rural 
Communities



Digital Equity for Small and Rural Communities
June 27th, 2024
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SOAR’s Organizational Mission
Be the best performing, highest impact nonprofit in the United States.
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What are our biggest challenges?
Population Loss + Labor Force



US Population Growth
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EKY Population Growth
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Prime Age Population (25-54-Years-Old)
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Current Unique Job Postings
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Education Breakdown
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The region must go all-in on the Internet.
Hundreds of thousands of jobs are already created.



Remote Jobs Found Nationally

•2,359,235 fully remote and unique jobs posted between January 2023 and 2024

•134,953 employers

•Median wage across all jobs: $87,488
• Calculated from 1,189,735 salary counts

•Median hourly wage across all jobs: $42.06

•231,658 fully remote jobs posted in January 2023

•164,012 fully remote jobs posted in January 2024

19



20



Thank You



City of Woodfin, North Carolina



WELCOME TO WOODFIN

Jim McAllister, Mayor



WOODFIN, NORTH CAROLINA

• Population 8,300

• 12% of residences mobile homes, most over 25 years old

• Biggest LatinX community in the region

• Sole public school is Woodfin Elementary, K-4

• During Covid shutdown, school lost contact with 60% of kids

• Lack of internet in homes, only device school supplied tablet

• “Hot Spot” devices not enough juice to support Zoom

• Community movement to change situation





STRATEGY

• Partner with Land of Sky Regional Planning Organization

• Track record of obtaining grants

• Apply for grants to provide device + internet in students’ homes

• Data needed, so survey designed & event planned

• Enough data to be statistically significant!





ACTIONS/RESULTS

• Step 1:  Wire town park next to school with high speed

• Step 2:   Continue grant application process for residences
• LOS working on more public Wi-Fi options 
• LOS is building a device refurbishment program to get devices into homes
• Continue to work with maps that may help some Woodfin residents get            

served by Stop Gap or other infrastructure programs
• Try to leverage CAI funding for Woodfin residents



Can you help us?    Ideas?

Jim McAllister, Mayor
Town of Woodfin
828-367-9809
jmcallister@woodfin-nc.gov



Putting Rural Broadband Infrastructure 
Predevelopment and Digital Adoption 

Together Programmatically
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Putting Rural Broadband 
Infrastructure 
Predevelopment and Digital 
Adoption Together 
Programmatically 
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A capacity-building 
framework can unlock 
investment potential for 
broadband Seeding

Build the 
capacity of 
entities with on-
the-ground 
skilled 
generalists

Solutioning
Connect to technical 
specialists and high-
capacity regional 
intermediaries

Source: LISC, T.L.L. Temple Foundation, Brookings 

Targeted capital investments paired with 
capacity-building infusions equip 
ecosystems to attract and deploy 
inclusive, community-centered broadband 
infrastructure. The virtuous cycle of 
capacity building pictured right >

Investing
Underwriting 
and deal flow to 
maximize 
capital 
absorption
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2023 Inquiry 
Process

42 Comms
American Association for Public 
Broadband
Appalachian Regional Commission
Arctaris Impact Fund
Aristotle 
Brookings Institution
Capital One
CCG Consulting
CoBank
Connect Humanity
The Enterprise Center
Final Span
HOPE Credit Union
Institute for Local Self Reliance
Just Transition Fund
Kinetic Ventures
Louisiana Broadband Office
Marc McCarty
Media Democracy Fund
Melissa Roberts Chapman 
Milken Institute
Mississippi Broadband Office

National Digital Inclusion Alliance
New Markets Support Company
North Carolina Broadband Office
NTCA - The Rural Broadband 
Association
Open Broadband
Pew Broadband Initiative
RCAC - Rural Community Assistance 
Corporation
RCAP - Rural Community Assistance 
Partnership
RCRC - Rural County 
Representatives of California
Region 10 Council of Governments
Reid Consulting Group
Richmond Federal Reserve
Student Freedom Initiative
T.L.L. Temple Foundation
Texas Rural Funders
Travois
United Church Homes
US Bank
USDA (Rural Partner Network)
Wisconsin Economic Development

Last year, LISC 
interviewed more than 
40 entities 
representing the 
telecommunications 
industry, private 
funders & impact 
investors, government 
agencies, and entities 
that advocate for at-
risk communities
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Digital equity 
contributes to 
the mission-
aligned 
investors’ 
business case

Small communities that 
have had poor 
broadband often lag in 
digital literacy

Focusing on broadband adoption and use by all segments of a community is a key factor in the 
investment decision for many organizations – whether for grant, loan or equity investment. We 
conclude that a digital literacy program should precede and coordinate with infrastructure 
construction. 

Digital literacy efforts increase the chance of success for a broadband infrastructure project 
and can drive the business case for the network operator because providing 
computers/tablets to homes without devices increases the number of potential subscribers. 

Well-designed digital literacy trainings can have community-wide impact; for example, teaching 
people how to use devices to access resources and better their lives and supporting economic 
development by emphasizing work-at-home jobs. One hundred good-paying work-at-home jobs 
can be as impactful as attracting a small factory. 



Change Labs

(April 2021- Dec2021)
Team Midwest (May 2021-March 2022)

Team Arkansas

Statewide  (March 2023-

March2024)

Team Deep East Texas  

(January 2023-August2024)

Any deeply anchored community organization is an ally in the 
effort to increase productive digital participation for all

Team Appalachia

(July 2020-March 2021)

Team Southern Region  
(March 2021- Nov 2021)

Team Housing 
(April 2022-March 2023



Human Infrastructure Moves Digital 

Infrastructure Forward >>>



Broadband Builds Local Capacity



Broadband Key to Local Labor Market Strategy
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Geography of 
Opportunity

Shown on map: CDFI Investment Areas indicated are generic proxy census tracts at 80% or less of AMI; used as a proxy for typical mission-aligned investment 
markets*
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Geography of 
Opportunity

Rural LISC 

Deployed $1.1M in 
broadband pre-
development grants 
that have leveraged 
more than $40M in 
blended capital for 
network deployments. 
Maintains a network of 
partners with a range of 
broadband TA needs 
(shown).
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National Broadband 
Technical Assistance 
Marketplace

LISC is committed to producing 
broadband predevelopment 
plans for a select number of 
underserved communities over 
the next two years through our 
newly launched Broadband 
Help Hub.

We hope with help from 
partners we can further the 
planning process into financing 
and implementation. 



Christa Vinson
cvinson@lisc.org 
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Q & A
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