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Nearly a million Ohioans lack access to 
high-speed internet at home.1  Because they 
live in communities without modern 
infrastructure or local internet providers, these 
individuals cannot acquire broadband internet 
even if they desire it and have the means to 
pay for it. ReadyNation is concerned because 
this digital divide limits the opportunities 
available to children, families, and businesses 
across Ohio.

Closing the digital divide will require 
coordination among federal and state leaders, 
businesses, and other key stakeholders in 
the regions most affected. These efforts will 
only become more urgent with the increasing 
importance of internet access for learning 
and workforce development. 

Ohioans on the wrong side of 
the digital divide
For much of rural Ohio, access to high-
speed internet is a rarity. In 2019, the 

Buckeye Hills Regional Council and its local 
partners conducted an eight-county study 
to gain an accurate measure of internet access 
in southeast Ohio. The study determined 
that 75 percent of homes in the region lack 
access to high-speed (broadband) internet.2 

Lack of internet access is most pronounced 
in the rural expanse—parts of the state with 
20 or fewer households per square mile. In 
these areas, broadband access is severely 
limited, as are mobile data and voice 
services.3  Even with a cell phone, residents 
of these areas are left disconnected.

As the rest of the world moves forward relying 
on high-speed internet, localities make less 
effort to maintain outdated infrastructure. 
Copper cables that once provided basic 
telephone services have been poorly 
maintained, which experts say could leave 
some parts of rural Ohio with no internet 
and 1930s-era telephone infrastructure.4  

75%
of homes in 
Southeast Ohio lack 
access to high-speed 
(broadband) internet.
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Not just a rural problem
Cities and towns across the state also 
struggle to attract high-speed internet 
providers that are able and willing to serve 
every neighborhood. Last year, the National 
Digital Inclusion Alliance named Cleveland 
one of the nation’s Worst Connected Cities, 
with over 45 percent of households lacking 
a fixed (non-mobile) broadband 
subscription.5 A recent analysis also found 
Cleveland to be one of the ten worst cities 
for remote learning.6 Experts estimate that a 
third of the city relies on infrastructure too 
dated to provide internet sufficient for 
participating in a video call or downloading 
a large document.7 Similar examples can be 
found in pockets across Ohio.

Why internet access matters 
for children
The COVID-19 pandemic and the associated 
efforts to socially distance have made 
virtual interactions a necessity for many 
Americans, especially children who have 
been unable to attend school. In 2020, 93 
percent of households with school-aged 
children depended on distance learning for 
at least part of the school year.8  

While many of these students completed 
virtual school by joining classes online and 
engaging with teachers and peers on video, 
students in homes without reliable internet 
access had a much more difficult time. 
Some parents drove their children to public 
areas with wifi access—like school parking 
lots or even restaurants.9 Other children 
depended on their teachers to mail them 
books and worksheets, leaving their 
families to figure out instruction on their 
own. Students living in lower-income 
households were most likely to depend on 
paper materials.10 

But the challenges of educating children 
without reliable internet access existed 
before COVID-19 and will continue after the 
pandemic ends.11  Even before the pandemic, 
over a third of teenagers used a cell phone 
or public wifi to do their homework because 
they didn’t have reliable access to the 
internet and an internet-connected device 
at home.12  Despite ultimately spending 
more time on homework, students with slow 
or no home internet are less likely to 
complete assignments and earn lower grades 
and SAT scores, even after accounting for 
other differences between students with 
and without home internet access.13 

Difficulty completing homework 
assignments may not be the only reason 
that students without reliable internet 
access have lower grades and test scores. 

Ohio Lt. Governor Jon Husted

You cannot in this 
world today 

participate in the modern 
economy, the modern 
healthcare system, and 
modern education 
system without access to 
high-speed internet.”
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Schools also change the way they teach 
when they know students do not have 
reliable internet at home. Many teachers, 
particularly those in schools that serve 
students from low-income families, simply 
avoid giving homework assignments that 
require internet access.14 This option, 
though sometimes necessary, limits student 
opportunities to explore supplementary 
learning materials and practice important 
academic and professional skills.15 

In practical terms, lack of internet access 
also makes it harder for young adults 
preparing for life after high school. Finding 
and applying for jobs, applying to college, 
and seeking financial aid are all made 
easier and more secure with a reliable 
home internet connection.16

Lack of a reliable internet 
connection limits how Ohioans 
live and work 
Access to high-speed internet can lead  
to major improvements with regard to  
work, health, and quality of life. Working 
from home, a practice that increased as  
a safety precaution during the pandemic 
but that is likely to remain a common 
practice, typically requires a reliable  
home internet connection.17 Virtual doctor 
visits, which could improve healthcare 
access in areas with fewer medical 
professionals, also depend on the quality  
of internet access.18 

Businesses of all types require reliable 
internet connections in order to adopt new 
technology and compete in a modern 
economy. Food producers warn that 
advances in agriculture will be difficult 
without investment in rural infrastructure.19  
Small businesses operate more efficiently, 
reach a larger customer base, and are 

Lost educational 
opportunities
Students without home internet access, many of  
whom are from low-income families, often struggle to 
complete homework assignments. But when their 
teachers stop giving assignments that require the 
internet, valuable learning opportunities are lost.

 

Source: https://nces.ed.gov/pubs2020/2020048.pdf

Percentage of teachers who assign  
technology-based homework

Low-poverty 
schools

High-poverty 
schools

59%

36%
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High-speed Internet in Appalachia
The Blue Ridge Mountain Electric Membership Corporation (BRMEMC) serves largely 
rural communities in western North Carolina and northern Georgia. The mountainous 
terrain and sparse population of the region resemble the underserved areas of southeast 
Ohio, providing a valuable example of how to improve broadband availability across 
Appalachia.

An electric cooperative, BRMEMC recognized increasing demand for broadband services 
among its members. Local real estate agents regularly consulted the company to identify 
addresses where broadband was available, abandoning listings with no access as too 
difficult to sell. 

In 2009, with federal funds available through the American Recovery and Reinvestment 
Act, BRMEMC partnered with other local electric cooperatives to form a new cooperative 
that would serve as a wholesale internet provider across the region. By the end of the 
decade, the network served over 15,000 subscribers, including families, schools, 
hospitals, police stations, and many large and small businesses.  

With clear authorization and support from state legislatures, BRMEMC and other 
cooperatives in the region continue to pursue grants, partnerships, and other strategies 
that make it possible to expand service and increase opportunity in underserved areas.  

Sources: https://www.bbcmag.com/multifamily-broadband/blue-ridge-mountain-emc-transforms-broadband-have-nots-
into-broadband-haves
https://www.cooperative.com/programs-services/bts/Documents/Advisories/Advisory-Broadband-Case-Study-
BRMEMC-June-2019.pdf 
https://www.augustachronicle.com/story/news/2020/12/12/emcs-telecoms-making-first-forays-broadband-across-rural-
georgia/6511942002/ 

likelier to grow and survive when they are 
internet-connected.20 

Expanding internet access is also key to 
developing a workforce with the 
foundational digital skills required for a 
growing number of occupations.21 An 
increasing number of jobs require skilled 
use of internet-connected devices, 
including jobs that may not traditionally be 
thought to require them. Receptionists, real 
estate agents, and photographers, for 
example, are all occupations in which digital 
skills are considered to be of above-
average importance.22  

Engaging businesses to close 
the digital divide
Researchers from the Ohio State University 
conservatively estimate that having full 
broadband coverage in Ohio would result in 
$1-2 billion in economic gains for the state 
over a 15-year period.23 But expanding 
access to high-speed internet will require 
action from state and local governments 
and private businesses. Each plays an 
important role in identifying underserved 
communities and determining the best way 
to serve them.
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Mike Throne 
Chillicothe Ross Chamber of 
Commerce President and CEO

Ensuring  
   students have the 
opportunity to practice 
digital skills is part of 
how we develop a job-
ready workforce.”

Accurate measures of broadband availability 
are crucial for expanding access. While the 
Federal Communications Commission 
provides an annual estimate of broadband 
access in regions across the country, 
experts agree that this measure dramatically 
overestimates broadband availability in rural 
areas.24 For this reason, local, independent 
examinations of internet availability, such as 
the study conducted by Buckeye Hills Regional 
Council, allow states to target resources 
where they will have the greatest impact.25  

Public-private partnerships are a proven 
strategy for expanding broadband access. 
Through these partnerships, Ohio can 
create an environment that encourages 
investment and competition among 
telecommunications companies and that 
reduces the risks and challenges of building 
new infrastructure.26

Conclusion
Ohio state leaders will play a crucial role in expanding broadband access to areas  
that lack this infrastructure. This access is a key strategy for strengthening educational 
outcomes for children and ensuring opportunities for economic growth well into  
the future.
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