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At no time in history has the role of information and
communication been more important to global economic,
social, and political development. Talk of the “information
age” and “communication revolution” pervades much of the
world’s media. International donors such as The World Bank
are sponsoring conferences and issuing landmark studies on the
“global knowledge society.” Around the world, nations are
experimenting with information and communication
technology (ICT) applications to help make education and
training more effective, build more vibrant economies, improve
health care delivery and other social services, and strengthen
democratic processes. Though long-term results are not
available, countries are paying increasing attention to the
potential of ICTs as development tools.

In 1994, for the first time ever, more personal computers
than television sets were purchased in the United States. The
computer, a device formerly used only by scientists and
academics, had become a consumer appliance. Computers
(essentially data storage and processing machines) and
telecommunications technologies (essentially data transfer
tools, such as satellites, fiber optics, increased capacity copper
wiring, and networking software and hardware) are heralded as
the cornerstones of the new Information Age. There is much
discussion in schools, communities, and workplaces about how
access to these technologies has created a fundamental shift in
the ways people learn, communicate, and do business.

In developed economies, the “access model” that has enabled
a vast segment of the population to participate in and benefit
from this information and communications phenomenon is based
largely on personal acquisition, ownership, and individualized
access in the workplace. Largely due to widespread public access 
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of telephony at the turn of the century, the norm
is for individual households to have telephone
lines, cable television, satellite dishes, and
personal computers.Where individual ownership
is not yet attainable, access to the technologies is
provided in schools and workplaces, libraries,
business service centers, and at community
technology centers. Further, recent dramatic
drops in the costs of technologies relative to the
average household income has enabled a vast
segment of the population to participate in and
benefit from the current information and
communications phenomenon.

In developing countries those in the elite
segment of society may have a high rate of
technology ownership and Internet use, but the vast
majority of the inhabitants do not. Low household
income and inadequate infrastructure capacities
(i.e., electricity and telephone lines) preclude
personal ownership. Moreover, libraries and schools
in developing countries tend to suffer from chronic
under-funding and poor physical facilities.

The challenge becomes how to bring the
potential benefits of the information and
communication age to the developing world. How
can the barriers that prevent the majority of people
in the world from accessing ICTs be overcome?

A number of approaches can be considered.
By adopting a hands-off mentality and trusting in
the forces of change (still lower costs of
technologies and gradually improving

infrastructures), access might eventually trickle
down to developing countries. Relying on the
market to solve these problems, however, seems an
untenable solution for those in the “development
business.” Conditions favorable for participation
are improving in many parts of the developing
world. Yet, the pace of this improvement means
that most developing countries will see several
more generations pass before any significant
portions of their populations will be able to
participate fully in a global information- and
communication-based society and economy.

On the other hand, the goal of a computer in
every home or every classroom in developing
countries is untenable because there are such
significant, large-scale barriers, including
infrastructure, human resource capacity, and cost.
Unless equipment drops in price to that of a
small transistor radio, such an ambitious
undertaking is implausible.

Is there a middle ground?  Is there some
workable model for providing access and learning
opportunities to communities and individuals that
is sound in development terms (equitable,
benefiting the under-served, culturally appropriate,
affordable, and sustainable)?  This paper claims that
such a model does exist—that Community
Learning Centers (CLCs) are helping to bridge
the digital divide within and between countries
and providing opportunities for public access to
ICTs in the developing world.

An IDRC rendering of a telecenter.CLC clients.
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The Community Learning Center model is
viable for meeting critical access and learning needs
in the developing world. This paper describes and
illustrates the CLC model including philosophy,
primary audiences, key capabilities, and functional
requirements. Examples are provided from pilot
CLC experiences funded by USAID through the
LearnLink project and selected experiences of
CLCs supported by other international donors or
communities. The chapter also discusses the critical
issues of CLC evaluation and sustainability and
reasons why further investments in this public
access model are warranted.

The Community Learning Center Concept
The CLC concept has its roots in community
service points. Post offices and telegraph and
telephone company offices served as central
service points for information access and
communication in communities. The proliferation
of libraries and postal, telephone, and now
computer1 and Internet technologies has created
more individualized ways of meeting information
and communication needs. In many parts of the
developed and developing world where these
services have not penetrated, business centers
offering services such as typing, telephoning,
faxing, word processing, printing, and
photocopying have emerged to meet the needs of
individuals and the business community. Some of
these centers also offer computer networking
services such as email and Internet access, giving
rise to a new form of telecenter, telecottage, cyber
café, or community technology center. In these
centers, the traditional focus is on providing basic
services to meet the productivity and
communication needs of clients who otherwise
would not have access to such tools in their
offices, schools, or homes.

The CLC concept builds on business or
technology center services but emphasizes the
learning function of the technologies and services
that are made available. Providing them at the
community level will increase access to ICT-
supported education and socio-economic
development opportunities for individuals, groups,
and organizations in developing countries.
Some of the tools and services available in a 
CLC include:

Basic training in computer literacy
Basic computer applications software and
training (i.e., word processing and spread sheet)
Internet point of presence
Email accounts to allow in-country and
international linkages
Access to the World Wide Web
Technical assistance to establish a web site
CD-ROM libraries
Multi-media and interactive learning products
for a broad spectrum of audiences, including
disadvantaged and nontraditional learners
Internet and database research and reference
services

At Community Learning Centers, facilitators can
help familiarize clients with the technologies,
resources, and services offered and structure the
learning experience so it is tailored to clients’
specific information, communication, and learning
objectives. Ideally, such a center is housed in an
easily accessible, public setting with adequate
infrastructure and security. The setting could be a
community school, municipal center, or other
public building. In some cases, a CLC could be
housed within a nonprofit organization or even in
conjunction with a private, for-profit enterprise.
Adequate infrastructure includes a reliable supply
of electricity, either from the electrical grid or
provided through generators or solar sources, and
an environment that can be regulated to moderate
the effects of dust and heat on equipment.
Finally, adequate security is important to ensure
that valuable equipment is safeguarded against
theft or vandalism.

In terms of financial viability, one type of CLC
is operated as a nonprofit venture with a fee-for-
services structure that enables recovery of operating
expenses, payment of staff, and augmentation of
resources and services over time. Short- and long-
range cost projections based on necessary, recurrent
inputs (i.e., salaries, supplies, facilities and equipment
maintenance and upgrades, and resource expansion)
can be made to help estimate the necessary level of
fees to establish cost recovery. Innovative
public/private partnerships also can be explored
whereby the private sector may provide subsidies
for equipment and supplies in exchange for lower
fees or the rights to advertise in the center.
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Another type of CLC may operate as a profit-
making venture with “a social conscience.” In this
scenario local entrepreneurs operate the CLC and
provide services at reduced prices for social change
agents, such as educators, health practitioners, and
agricultural extension agents, as well as students,
members of NGOs, and others.

Regardless of the type of financial structure
adopted, CLC staff direct the administration of the
center in conjunction with the sponsoring institution
including: setting hours of operation, staffing the
center, maintaining the equipment, training users;
overseeing center finances; fundraising, advertising
and outreach to disadvantaged and nontraditional
learners, and building a library of additional resources.

CLC staff members find that they must act
frequently as technology intermediaries for
significant portions of their clientele. Illiteracy
and/or unfamiliarity with ICTs may cause some
clients to feel uncomfortable or to perceive the
center as irrelevant to their needs. In these
communities, center staff has a special responsibility
to publicize the services of the center among target
populations, promote community awareness of and
interest in the resources, and draw in the
disadvantaged and nontraditional communities.

Where more than one CLC exists in a confined
geographic area, a networking relationship can be
established between the centers to share resources
under an interlibrary loan model. Especially as
regards Internet access, if a CLC is established in an
area where infrastructure is inadequate to support
connectivity, one or more of the centers with the
facility for connectivity can be designated as online
CLCs while those without connectivity would be
offline CLCs. The online CLCs could set up a
diskette or CD-ROM service to provide the offline

CLCs with remote offline access to valuable online
resources. Finally, in a CLC network, center staff can
be brought together for periodic training sessions.

In the developing world, telecottages or cyber
cafés typically are established in well-serviced urban
centers, such as capital cities, not in remote or rural
areas. While it is true that the infrastructure in
primary urban centers is more conducive to the
establishment of such services, and a certain
concentration of population is necessary to
maintain a financially viable center, it is also true
that secondary and tertiary urban centers, precisely
because they lack the support available in capital
cities, may have more pressing need for the
services. In the case of Internet connectivity in
Africa, for example, the political capitals were the
focus of early efforts at connectivity while
secondary or tertiary urban centers are under-
serviced or not serviced at all. It is important that
this tendency to concentrate new resources in areas
already relatively well served be addressed through
an effort to extend valuable learning services in
secondary and tertiary urban areas as well.

Ideally, CLCs distinguish themselves from cyber
cafés by focusing on ICT training for community
members, as well as affordability. In this regard, the
primary CLC audience may be the under-served,
or those for whom even private sector telecenter
or cyber café fees are beyond their means.

The Community Learning Center 
Model-of-Use
The telecenter movement is preoccupied with
spreading and sharing new tools and capacities for
living, working, and learning. It is a fundamentally
distributive, as opposed to an acquisitive, institution
and process. It relies upon common-use access to

A training program at

CEDECOM in Cape Coast,

Ghana

Busy LearnLink CLC in Porto

Novo, Benin.

Students take advantage of a

CLC in Asunción, Paraguay.

School children are

introduced to computers at

the Songhai Center CLC in

Savalou, Benin.
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new information and communications technologies
within an organizational culture where informal
learning, cross-coaching, and skill fusion are the
rule, not the exception. The driving force behind
community learning centers is to spread the benefit
of empowering new technologies (Fuchs 1997).

Two overarching objectives frame the strategic
mission of a CLC:

Provide public access to information,
educational, and communications technologies
where they are not available; and
Provide learning services to patrons.

This CLC model applies to a range of facilities
and includes 

a commitment to supporting formal and
informal educational opportunities within the
community and cross-sectoral learning
services to support diverse social development
needs
a commitment to enhancing the political
enfranchisement of the community
provision of a publicly accessible site with
computer services and, if possible, telephony 
adequate security
an informal, welcoming environment
friendly, knowledgeable staff and/or volunteers
well-maintained, reliable computer equipment
and peripherals
supported by a sound business plan, including
strategies for private sector partnerships and a
pricing structure tailored to clients’ ability to
pay and adequate for cost recovery (if intended
to be self-sustaining)
a variety of training programs and services
community outreach (advertising) strategies
accurate record keeping and accounting

From 1996 to 2003, USAID funded the
LearnLink Project to help initiate CLCs in
municipal offices, NGOs, schools, and libraries in
selected target countries. Community Learning
Centers can be housed in any number of
settings, including stand-alone or private sector
sites. The locale is not nearly as critical as the
philosophy of the operating institution. As long
as the features listed above are represented, a
CLC has the potential to provide valuable
services to its community.

Primary CLC Audiences
A CLC serves a variety of audiences and needs.
The beauty of the technologies provided via CLCs
is that they are multi-purposed and user-defined.
For example, typically a computer is not designed
to serve only a particular audience, such as K–6
school age children.The user is expected to define
the use for the computer by loading specific
content or software and hardware capabilities. Any
single computer can be tailored to meet the needs
of multiple users. In this same respect, the CLC
model is flexible in that it may serve a variety of
audiences. The discussion below describes how
several primary audience groups can benefit from
access to a CLC.

Educational Organizations

A fundamental benefit of a Community Learning
Center is its educational offerings and the ability of
the center to change the way in which community
members see the world and their place in it.

The impact of access to medical databases on
CD-ROM, for example, was described by Helga
Patrikios, Deputy University Librarian, at the
University of Zimbabwe:
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Unquestionably CD-ROM databases…have
brought about a rapid change in the information-seeking
behavior of our users; unprecedented rapid and easy
access to current and archival journal literature; and an
increased awareness and documented increased use of the
journal literature. We believe, however, that the most
significant and valuable outcome of this service has been
the growing awareness in its users of a range, literally a
world of otherwise unknown information sources. It has
been by far the greatest force for progress in information
access that our users have experienced (Patrikios, 1996).

A CLC that functions as a central learning
resource will evaluate its success in promoting
increased learning within the community. To that
end, CLCs offer services to support formal,
informal, and nonformal learning for individuals of
all ages and provide a place where:

individuals are introduced to computer
technologies as a first step toward full
participation in the global information and
communication age;
individuals participate in distance learning
opportunities from local, national, or even
global sources;
the community can access educational
resources—primary, secondary, and tertiary—
available through the Internet;
external experts “visit” the community via  a
range of technologies, from telephone and fax
to email and low-end videoconferencing;
educators and administrators can connect to
dispersed administrative offices more efficiently;
teachers, students and administrators can
participate in regional, national, and international
projects, such as school-to-school initiatives;
educational NGOs can learn about funding
opportunities;
educators can receive technology training and
participate in professional development
opportunities;
educators can create materials to supplement
limited instructional aids;
students can access resources to support in-class
learning or extracurricular interests;
students can acquire skills to help run CLCs
and even instruct less-experienced teachers;
and a library of on-site educational materials
(electronic and traditional) can be provided.

At LearnLink-supported CLCs in Asunción,
Paraguay, for example, students and teachers were
frequent patrons and made extensive use of
Spanish-language learning tools such as
multimedia encyclopedias and science reference
programs. In Bulgaria, at LearnLink’s Public
Communication and Computer Centers (PC3s),
more than 4,000 community members received
computer training in the first six months of
operation, and over a two-year period, three
LearnLink CLCs in Ghana provided ICT training
to 10,000 patrons from a variety of sectors. In
Nakaseke, Uganda, an IDRC-funded
CLC/Telecenter provided support to the local
primary and secondary teachers’ educational
“cluster,” which enabled teachers to obtain
resources such as color printouts of maps for use
in classroom geography instruction.

To some extent, the role of a Community
Learning Center can be viewed as an extension of
the traditional role of the public library. Public
libraries are places where individuals can gather to
access a wealth of resources. In this sense, libraries
are informal educational institutions, or, as Andrew
Carnegie called them,“the poor man’s university.”
In the United States, government policy and a
massive program by the Gates Foundation have
established libraries as key players in the effort to
make available computers and Internet access to
those who cannot afford to pay for personal
access. In the developing world, CLCs can fill this
role as a communal resource, serving as meeting
place, information exchange center, and
professional development site.

CLCs for lifelong learning.

Because the CLC is a community resource, the
target educational community is quite broad.
Extensive learning needs exist in all communities
beyond the structure of the formal education
system. For example, community health
educators need ideas for campaigns, or local
farmers need to know what nontraditional crops
are in demand in other parts of the country or in
international markets.

Lifelong learning is one of those
commonsense concepts frequently taken for
granted. The need to learn does not stop when
formal schooling stops. The health educator and
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the farmer are knowledgeable, but they need
information and learning beyond the realm of
their past experience. Community Learning
Centers can help meet need to keep up with
changes in a profession or craft.

According to The National Institute on
Postsecondary Education, Libraries, and Lifelong
Learning, a CLC should use the following questions
as a tool by which to set its standards (Humes 1996):

What does a lifelong learning community 
look like?  
Who is involved? 
Will today’s lifelong learning community differ
from that of the future?  
Which are we planning for?
How does the societal climate for learning
differ among communities?
How do communities view their learning
opportunities beyond those provided by
traditional schooling (K–12 institutions and
postsecondary colleges and universities)?
What are the enablers and barriers to the
development of lifelong learning communities?
What community coordination and
cooperation is needed to stimulate and enhance 
lifelong learning?
What training and education is needed for
community leaders to understand the
economic, social, political, and personal benefits
of investing in lifelong learning opportunities?
What will it mean (financially, economically,
and socially) for the community to increase the
number of adults engaging in lifelong learning?
What does a virtual (electronic) community
look like, and what is the role of the
Community Learning Center in its creation
and existence?

For the Community Learning Center to serve as 
a lifelong learning facility, it must find ways to
broaden the community’s awareness of the
resources and services offered and increase the
community’s interest in visiting the CLC to
explore learning opportunities. Particularly with
adults who have had no prior exposure to the
technologies, CLCs will grapple with questions of
relevancy and “technophobia.” Programs must be
put in place to raise awareness of the CLC’s role in
support of community learning.

The Centre for the Development of People
(CEDEP) in Kumasi, which has been operating a
CLC (with LearnLink assistance during 1998-
2000) since 1999, increased community awareness
through a traditional bulletin board, open houses,
and special programs for targeted audiences. A
large bulletin board just outside the door of the
CLC displayed printouts of current information
taken from the Internet. This information is
relevant to the community and illustrates the
types of resources available inside. In addition,
CEDEP staged a series of special weeks for
targeted groups, such as women’s NGOs, health
educators, and small entrepreneurs. Special
invitations were issued to targeted community
members to visit the CLC for tailored
orientation and training programs, and special
offers were available, based on already very
economical fees.

These and other efforts resulted in increased
demand for CLC services, requiring CEDEP to
expand its original CLC space to accommodate
additional workstations and patrons.

Oasis Trust in the United Kingdom runs a
project called Wire the World, where e-Academies
have been established in Mumbai and Bangalore,
India, and are expanding in South Africa and
Brazil. The centers are run with fees generated
from the technical classes each offers. The center
of ICT activity in India, Bangalore’s users demand
more challenging curriculum than just
keyboarding and word processing, so this CLC
offers advanced courses in programming
languages, similar to those more frequently found
in universities and business institutes.

In Asunción, Paraguay, a CLC, established and
supported by Learnlink during 1997-1999, was
located in the main bus station, which is run by
the municipality of Asunción. At an early meeting
with the neighbors who lived near the bus station,
a city administrator announced that the CLC
would be a “free school,” and this function stayed
with the center notwithstanding its primary goal
of providing municipal services to citizens.

Nonprofits, NGOs

Community Learning Centers provide
communication capacity-building services to
nonprofit and non-governmental organizations,
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which generally operate with minimal resources. A
majority of NGOs in developing countries do not
have the resources to secure the infrastructure,
computer hardware and software, and human
resources required to support their full participation
in the global knowledge society. Many even lack
the budget for other basic services such as fax and
photocopying. In this climate, there is little hope
that NGOs in the developing world will reap the
potential benefits of the information and
communications age anytime soon.

Given their close relationship to the
community, small size, and corresponding need to
network and communicate, as well as the
information intensity of their work, many NGOs
are prime targets for the successful adoption and
subsequent diffusion of ICTs. However, NGOs
often are least capable of maintaining the ongoing
capital reinvestment and operating costs associated
with the type of service that can enhance their
capabilities considerably. Also, the proliferation of
NGOs makes it difficult for the international donor
community to address this need on an
individualized basis. At best, donors select a few
key NGO partners and provide them with ICT
resources.There are many other worthwhile,
community-based NGOs, however, that could
benefit tremendously from some level of ICT
access and training. Community Learning Centers
allow NGOs to:

become aware of and participate in
international initiatives;
forge partnerships with other local, regional,
national, and international organizations;
keep abreast of issues and approaches in their
sector(s) of concern;
create and distribute more widely effective
outreach and fund-raising materials;
access professional development opportunities;
and increase operational efficiencies.

CLCs must make a conscious effort to draw in
NGOs and demonstrate how the available ICTs
and services can help build their capacity to
achieve their missions. Often NGOs—especially
small, community-based NGOs—will not be
aware of the potential benefits technologies can
bring. On the other hand, once they are exposed
to the technologies and related services via a CLC,

NGOs often respond enthusiastically and become
innovative users of the services accessible to them.
In Uganda, for example, NGOs account for more
than 40 percent of the use of the Kampala-based
MUKLA electronic network. NGOs are often
among the founding partners in creating a
telecenter, either as an individual, local initiative or
as part of a broader, global project.

The Center for the Development of People
(CEDEP), a long-standing, community-based
NGO in Ghana, had only limited exposure to ICTs
prior to the launching of the CLC initiative. Yet
CEDEP embraced the activity with vigor and was
soon running a vibrant center. Because CEDEP
had forged partnerships with many other NGOs
over the years, it focused the first few months of
CLC operations on informing partners about the
activity and providing them with orientation and
training on a preferred schedule and/or free of
charge. After this initial investment in outreach to
its NGO partners, CEDEP continues to draw in
NGOs by making frequent on-site presentations
and offering NGOs significantly discounted rates
for access and training.

Commercial Interests

What distinguishes the CLC/telecenter model
from other types of ICT introductions is the
approach it takes to horizontal rather than vertical
markets in the developing world. In fact, one of
the model’s most compelling impacts, when it
succeeds, is that it is a market maker or accelerator
in places where ICTs, when they are available at
all, can be accessed by only a privileged few.

From the very first European CLC/telecenter
in Velmdalen, Sweden in 1985, to the adoption
and modification of this model in many parts of
the world today, a compelling CLC legacy is the
acceleration of participation in the information
economy among a broad cross-section of the
community. In the pre-market circumstance,
which characterizes almost all rural areas and
large segments of urban populations in the
developing world, the entry point for ICT use is
still many years away, especially if market forces
alone are expected to generate the demand.
Lester Thurow, Professor Emeritus of Economics
at the Massachusetts Institute of Technology, put it
this way:
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Capitalist infrastructure can only be built behind or
slightly ahead of the market…  The Internet could not
have been privately financed, the usage wasn’t there,
would take twenty years to develop… But, in the end, a
social investment in infrastructure provided the means for
developing an exciting set of new private industries.
(Thurow, 1998)

The CLC model represents a social investment
to create a “diffusion effect” for the adoption of
ICTs in a horizontal cross-section of “pre-markets”
or audiences in a particular community or region.
The purpose of the model is not necessarily to
build a business of the services it offers, though
this, too, can be done. Its purpose is to generate
demand and diffuse skills sufficient for small
business, local government, and the education and
NGO sectors to become self-directed and self-
sustaining in the information economy.

The Chasm Group’s Geoffrey Moore, one of
the world’s most successful technology-related
marketing consultants, spoke at a conference about
how technology firms should market to segments
of the marketplace. He said,“Forget the late
adopters and laggards” (Moore 1998).

What Moore is asserting doubtless makes good
business sense. Providing access, raising awareness,
and undertaking campaigns for diffusion can be
time-consuming and expensive. Yet it is not fair to
characterize most of the developing world market
as laggards since there truly has not been sufficient
opportunity for these markets to choose early
adoption versus late adoption. Still, it may be that
most of Africa and much of Asia will not be able
to enjoy the social and economic benefits of the
information economy for some time because their
technology adoption circumstance is at the back of
the innovation curve. However, as costs dropped
on personal computers in the United States,
people with lower incomes bought computers for
home use. In South Africa, the use of the pre-paid
phone card generated a great deal of business in
low income areas that had previously been
dismissed as not part of the market. The
subscription model in the Peruvian Cabinas
Publicas pioneered by Red Científica Peruana allowed
lower middle class adults and many students ICT
access when ownership was not possible.The
combination of falling prices, innovative

promotion, and spreading awareness of the benefits
will bring in new users, even if they are not always
owners or Internet service subscribers.

In the Bulgarian Public Computer and
Communication Center (PC3) network supported
by LearnLink during 2000-2002, one of the most
innovative ways they promoted interest was to
distribute vouchers for pre-paid Internet access.
Social change agents (the advocates and users in
need of affordable access in the small towns where
PC3s were located) used the vouchers as early
adopters.This kick-started the businesses and also
served as data collection devices for some of the
evaluation reports.

The social investment prescription favored by
Thurow seeks to trigger market demand,
entrepreneurial familiarity, and institutional adoption
of ICT. This is exactly the effect of the successful
CLC model in “back-of-the-market” communities.

Small Business and the ICT hierarchy 

of needs:

While many projects assume that the Internet
should be the lead service when introducing ICTs,
small businesses generally need to progress through
several less sophisticated stages, coined by Fuchs as
a “hierarchy of needs,” before they can even
consider the use of network technologies.

While not all businesses must or do migrate
through all four of these hierarchical steps, Fuchs
and others have observed the progression with
hundreds of small business people. The “hierarchy
of needs” for the diffusion of ICT in the small-
business sector includes the following items:

Access to facilities: In many “back-of-the-market”
communities, most small businesses have never
used a computer. The very first step is to arouse
their curiosity about the technology and facilities.
This could be done by producing a sign for the
weekly specials at the local store, drafting the first
spreadsheet of sales for the month, or producing
letterhead stationery with desktop publishing
software--even typing a letter or sending a fax.

Using information: Many businesses, and not just
those in the developing world, seldom engage in
“information-seeking behavior” using electronic
or print information. They rely on people such as
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relatives, bankers, and sales agents to help them
form judgments about what they might do or
how they might change their enterprise. Before
using network technologies, businesses first need
to learn the advantages of using ICTs in their
everyday business decision making and how it can
supplement the human networks that will remain
central but will be expanded.

Network services: Once the business person
develops a basic understanding of how to use the
facilities and has become acquainted with use of
information, he/she is now ready to be introduced
to the use of network tools such as email, the
Internet, and the World Wide Web.

ICT business startups: Having progressed through
the first three steps associated with a hierarchy of
needs, some businesses will start ICT enterprises
themselves—an important sign of success for the
CLC. Once this occurs, the CLC needs to ensure
that it is enabling and supporting the new
enterprise rather than competing with it.

Community Learning Centers are a natural
stimulus for the creation of information-based
businesses.2 For example, several of the National
Service Volunteers working in CLCs in Ghana
reported that, with this experience, they hoped to
launch their own ICT ventures when their service
was up. Among the likeliest ventures to be
stimulated by CLCs are:

import of information products;
local word and data processing;
database creation and management;
travel services;
financial management and investment; and 
news/press services.

The majority of technology-based businesses have
a longer trajectory for reaching financial stability
and profitability because demand for their services
may have to be created within a community that
is unfamiliar with the services. Whereas
traditional businesses realize the efficiencies
offered by the new ICTs immediately,
information-based companies initially must invest
greater resources in building a market by
introducing prospective clients to the benefits of
ICT products and services.

Municipalities 

Community Learning Centers support
democracy-building efforts by strengthening the
way municipalities distribute information and
provide services. Municipalities use the centers to 

distribute information and forms for routine
functions such as licensing and registration;
distribute information about electoral candidates
and provide a forum for community discussion;
provide broader access to municipal officials via
email or online discussions;
promote greater transparency and improved
accountability in local government services;
increase the efficiency of interagency
communication;
distribute information electronically to a
community’s Diaspora; and
receive and send information from small
communities to regional and national offices.

In the industrialized world, there are numerous
examples of municipalities that have established
strong community networks, accessible both
within and outside the community.This includes
the Santa Monica, California Public Electronic
Network, the Tallahassee, Florida Free-Net, and
Iperbole in Bologna, Italy. In addition, many
citizen initiatives—such as the Seattle Community
Network, Rete Civiche in Milan, Italy, and the
Barcelona Xarxa Ciutadana in Spain—sought links
with their towns as municipal networks.

In Asunción, Paraguay, LearnLink helped
establish a CLC in each of the municipality’s 12
districts. In addition to providing learning
opportunities to their communities, these CLCs
facilitated communication between municipal
staff and provided citizens with access to the
mayor or other municipal officials through email
and online chat.

Individuals

Individual use of learning centers spans the full
range of services, from basic introductions to
computing, teleworking, lifelong learning, and
simply connecting with distant family members.
The extent to which a Community Learning
Center focuses on providing services to individuals,
as opposed to organizations, is a function of its
charter, stated goals, hardware and software
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inventory, price structure, and staff resources. In
many facilities, some individuals become regulars
and may begin to function as auxiliary staff. Given
the limited resources available to most centers, this
is a valuable source of support. In some cases,
volunteers or interns from local universities or the
private sector also may lend support.

One of the interesting challenges is to keep a
CLC from catering to a single group of
enthusiastic users. In Santa Monica, California, the
homeless dominated the free machines located in
all the library branches. In other places, students
comprise most of the users. Break Away
Techknologies, an inner city community
technology center in Los Angeles, California, is
housed in a former commercial building with
many rooms, a stage, private offices, and room for
storage.This allows many different groups to use
the facility at the same time. Older adults may feel
more comfortable working with each other while
children respond better in a different environment.
Classes range from beginning keyboarding to
advanced video production, and the facility also
provides space for public events.While some CLCs
have sufficient space for several activities at once,
however, most CLCs are in a single room, and
some are quite small.

While young students quickly find their way to
CLCs in every country, the center staff needs to
reach out to different age groups, women and
girls, teachers, and different sectors of the business
world. The LearnLink CLCs in Ghana, Benin,
Paraguay, and Bulgaria used publicity and a wide
variety of different methods to reach all the
different kinds of potential users in their
communities. Ghanaian CLCs used “Open Weeks”
for target groups, for example, plus seminars for
business professionals, teachers, and market
women. In Paraguay, inaugurations were gala
affairs, accompanied by singing and dancing, while
even the Town Crier announced the opening of
the  CLCs in Cotonou, Benin.

International and National Organizations as

Benefactors and Beneficiaries

Currently, the number of communications-based
initiatives launched by international organizations
is increasing exponentially. Multilateral funding
organizations such as The World Bank, UNESCO,

the Inter-American Development Bank, the
United Nations Development Programme, and the
European Community have made long-term
commitments to major programs that target
directly or rely indirectly on information and
communication technologies. National bilateral
funding agencies such as USAID and JICA (Japan)
likewise have established telecommunications and
technology assistance as an organizational priority.

Among the long-term initiatives that have
been established to promote information access
within the developing world are Canada’s
International Development Research Centre’s
Acacia program and Pan Asian Networking (PAN)
initiative; USAID’s Leland Initiative, LearnLink
Project, the DOT-COM Program;3 The World
Bank’s InfoDev and World Links for Development
Projects; and the United Nations’ Sustainable
Development Networking Programme (SDNP).
The G8 Digital Opportunity Task Force brought
together governments, business, and non-profits in
an effort to chart multiple efforts to bring
connectivity and access to ICTs in developing
countries.After meetings and consultations, the
DOT Force issued a final report in June 2002, and
working groups have continued the effort. One
project will bring CLCs to Francophone Africa,
and the Telecenter Infomediary and Helpdesk
project plans to offer remote support and on site
assistance to CLCs around the world.Various
Latin American nations have rewritten their
regulations governing universal access and have
undertaken large public-private partnerships to
build telecenters and other CLCs in Brazil,
Argentina, Ecuador, Colombia, and Mexico.

In the past decade, many governments and
national and international organizations have
sought to alter the balance of resources and power
between the state, provincial, and local levels, as
well as between the national and international
levels. Community Learning Centers support this
process of devolution by making states, provinces,
and localities less dependent on central, national,
and international agencies for information
dissemination and operational coordination. The
ICTs made available through the centers empower
communities to seek, generate, and share
information and resources on a far more
independent basis.
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In the case of development projects, learning
centers can enable national and international
agencies to communicate directly with local
project personnel. They can send and receive
reports, organize meeting and visitation logistics,
make remotely located experts available, and link
related projects for collaborative support.While it
can take some time for local personnel to
accustom themselves to such direct access, it is
ultimately in the best interest of the project.

Key Capabilities of a Community 
Learning Center
CLCs are organized to provide facilities and access
to information, communication, and informal
coaching and training. CLCs typically include the
following services.

Computer-Based Services

A Community Learning Center’s inventory of
computers may range from two or three to 20 to
25 or more. A typical Nordic telecottage has
between two and five computers, and Canada’s
NCDC Technology Center began with only two
computers for public use (Campbell, Part 6).
LearnLink-supported CLCs in Paraguay, Ghana,
and Benin range from three to ten computers
available for public access, while the technology
center in a rural library in Elsa,Texas, has more
than 20 work stations. The computers may be
connected by a local area network so that users
can share materials stored on a central server, or
they may function independently, with programs
limited to what can be stored on an individual
hard disk drive or CD-ROM.

The types of applications provided range from
word processing and desktop publishing to
interactive educational programs. Because so many
people have never used a computer, keyboarding
training and practice remains a very popular activity,
even if there is no Internet connection.
Community Learning Centers that serve as distance
learning sites may maintain student records in a
secure database, while individuals using the CLC for
business purposes may keep proprietary records on
their own diskettes, which remain in their control.

When a Community Learning Center is
established in connection with an existing
institution, it is important to select hardware and

software that is compatible with the existing
infrastructure. Planners should invest in equipment
that has proven its worth in a particular climate and
under conditions similar to those in which it will
have to function.While used equipment can serve
a center without problems, recipients should be
cautious in what they accept from a well-meaning
donor, because the costs and delays associated with
unreliable and old equipment can frustrate staff as
well as users.The availability of local service and
support for equipment is also an important
consideration. Certain government donors require
the grantees to purchase equipment and software
from the donor country instead of from local
suppliers.This can cause delays in supply and repair,
but other countries are unbundling their aid so that
projects can acquire whatever equipment is
available in-country.

Non-Electronic Resources

While much of the excitement engendered by
CLCs is based on their ability to offer
communities access to new information and
communications technologies, a multifunctional
center will provide a range of traditional, non-
electronic resources as well. Community members
may value a well-stocked library of books,
periodicals, reports, and videotapes, which can be
the “hook” that draws them in.While the Internet
is a great source of information, in many cases
print may be the only source for some material
that is not online. PROBIGUA, a community
project in Guatemala, started popular reading
libraries in rural areas, and after receiving an award
from the Gates Foundation, offered Internet access
and training in many of the same libraries.

Traditional materials are critical components of
distance learning programs and offer a range of
opportunities for informal, lifelong learning.
Videotapes continue to provide excellent
simulation training, and print materials may be
circulated on a library loan basis. Community
Learning Centers with copy machines can
reproduce traditional print offerings and items
printed from the Internet for patrons to take
home, where floppy disks and CD-ROMs would
be of little use.

The digital camera and color printer provide
an opportunity for teachers, community
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organizations, and even local historians to prepare
new media using graphics, pictures, and images.
Newsletters, curricula, books, signs, and reports can
be prepared in local languages. The wisdom of
elders that was formally only available through the
oral culture can be disseminated using the digital
world. In addition, the immediacy of an image in
a digital camera is a quick way to attract the
attention of anyone with a curiosity about new
technologies. Taking a picture of a family member
and then displaying it on a computer is an easy
method of engaging a general audience.

Community Learning Centers also serve as a
venue for lectures and seminars, providing needed
space and equipment support. The telecenter in
Papallacta, Ecuador is not connected to the
Internet. But it provides access to encyclopedias
and other information and also serves as an
ecology center where school classes and individual
visitors start nature hikes and come to learn about
the high Andean region where it is situated.
CLCs can serve as lightning rods, drawing speakers
who might otherwise not address the community.

Telephony Services

The concept of a central office where people can
make telephone calls on a pay-per-use basis is
more familiar to those in the developing world
than in societies accustomed to near-universal
home-based telephone access. CLCs expand
traditional telephony services to include fax
services and dial-up access to the Internet.

Of course, the reliability of center services is
tied to the dependability of the region’s
communications systems. Some of those involved
in CLC development have noted that centers
place pressure on telephone companies to provide
service for which there is not yet sufficient
consumer demand. This is an unavoidable
problem during the early years of a country’s
emergence into the information age.

Along with providing communications services
in support of social and economic development,
CLCs help to make the market for traditional and
new communications products and services. They
also serve in a “tortoise and hare” research and
development relationship with traditional and
established telecommunications providers. Because
new forms of telephony and communications are so

fundamental to their success, they can help
traditional telecommunications companies develop
new ways of finding solutions to long-term
telecommunications problems. In addition, they
help to build community support for innovations in
telecommunications and to aggregate demand,
which directly and indirectly provides incentives and
helps the telecommunications providers respond to
the new demands that have been created.

Voice over Internet services (VoIP) would seem
a natural application for a CLC. But in many
countries, especially those where government
telephone monopolies earn large payments for
overseas calls, such services have been banned. In
places where competition offers a number of
choices in fixed lines, cell services, and Internet
providers, the VoIP services are very popular. In
fact, there are many CLCs that realize the ban on
VoIP is not serious, and they offer it without fear
of reprisal. CLCs should not underestimate the
popularity of telephony and provide it if possible.
In countries from Laos to South Africa, the
demand at the grass roots level for telephone
service is great, even though more attention has
been focused on computer and Internet services.

Online Services
The online services provided by CLCs include
access to email, listservs, file transfers, chat,World
Wide Web browsing, synchronous and
asynchronous conferencing, and audio and video
streaming.Which of these services a CLC can
offer, and with what speed and reliability depends
on the technological infrastructure and equipment
to which it has access. Simple email is at the low
end of the technological spectrum, while
synchronous videoconferencing through video
streaming occupies the high end. To provide high-
end services, centers must have access to powerful
computers and broad communications bandwidth.
The latency or delay in video and audio signals
transmitted by satellite connections may render
synchronous communications difficult. Spam or
junk email is a growing problem for everyone, but
for centers that must pay for connections by the
minute or by amount of data transferred, this is
more than a nuisance; it is an extra cost.

The extent to which community members will
use online services depends on the center’s pricing



1

DIGITAL

OPPORTUNITIES FOR

DEVELOPMENT

26

Community

Learning

Centers

structure and the success of its efforts to spread
awareness about potential benefits. It depends as
well on the center’s ability to provide relevant
training and staff support for individuals attempting
to use the unfamiliar equipment and software. Staff
at LearnLink-supported CLCs often found
themselves serving as technology intermediaries
and one-on-one trainers, particularly for new users.
At school Internet Learning Centers in Uganda,
staff members receive a portion of their income
from fees paid by the users of the facilities, which is
a strong incentive.

A recent analysis of the impact of electronic
networking on the research community in
Ethiopia credited email access for facilitating
participation in international seminars, joint
conduct of research and authorship of papers, and
the introduction of standard computer operating
systems. It also facilitated a switch from a time-
consuming and hierarchical reporting structure to
a flatter, more democratic means of
communicating, both nationally and
internationally.The study further illustrates the
cost-effectiveness of email compared to sending
faxes, the previous alternative (Lishan 1996).

A study of networking in Malawi similarly
found that “the cost of sending…text messages
internationally by email is…about 20 times
cheaper than faxing similar messages…” (Nyirenda
1996). It is sometimes difficult to remember that
the revolution in telecommunications that is part
of the Internet Protocol (IP) is only six years old
in North America and has yet to be found
throughout most of the developing world,
especially in rural areas. Accordingly, the cost-
performance-content relationships that are now
becoming evident in more mature Internet
markets in the developed world have yet to
establish either a presence or a price point in
developing nations.

Training Services
CLCs will find that demand for orientation and
training services is constant and grows steadily. In
many cases, especially in their early periods of
operation, CLCs provide the first exposure to ICT
in communities. Depending on experience and
intended uses, center clients will require
orientation and training in the areas listed below.

Keyboarding skills
Mouse skills
Basic computer navigation skills
Productivity software, including word
processing, spreadsheet, and presentations
software
Desktop publishing
Database creation and use
Interactive multimedia programs
Email
World Wide Web browsing
World Wide Web research
Web site development
Computer programming
Certification for ICT jobs that require
proficiency in Microsoft networking, Cisco,
or Novell systems.

CLCs should develop training programs and
supporting materials to provide consistency and
quality control in training and resources for self-
directed and self-paced training. Many “off-the-
shelf ” resources are available to assist in this effort,
and every CLC should establish at least a modest
training library for patrons’ use.

CLCs typically offer group training programs
to minimize the demand on individual staff
time. If this approach is successful, staff can
spend most of their time during normal hours of
operation answering questions and providing
“coaching” rather than intensive instruction on
an individual basis.

Table Cost-Effectiveness of Email

1 Medium

Fax

Email using 14.4 modem

Email using 28.8 modem

Average KB/min.

40

237

355

Cost/KB

0.18

0.0093

0.0062

Cost ratio to a fax

1:1

1:19

1:29



1

DIGITAL

OPPORTUNITIES FOR

DEVELOPMENT

27

Community

Learning

Centers

Functional Requirements 
and CLC “Models”
The functional requirements of a Community
Learning Center are driven by the level of services
provided. The requirements discussed below
represent the options available to the majority of
communities. In developing countries and in rural
communities in the developed world, organizers
rarely have the financial and staffing resources or
the technological infrastructure to provide the
high end of the spectrum.

Three models for the introduction of CLCs are
described below.

The “stand-alone” model — This model is based
almost entirely on the operating revenues
generated by the CLC, with non- or partially-
recoverable start-up investments from community,
national, and international organizations. The
Sengerema Telecenter in Tanzania was planned on
this basis. With volunteer labor and donated land,
the purpose is to create a new, stand-alone CLC
service right across the lane from the local
Tanzania Telecom and Communications Ltd.
service location. A variation of this model also has
been tested in Asunción, Paraguay. There, most of
the 12 CLCs established occupy re-purposed
municipal buildings. However, at least one of the
last few established was built by the community
with local resources. LearnLink also assisted
initiatives in Bulgaria and Haiti to establish stand-
alone centers in collaboration with private sector
entrepreneurs.All 10 centers in Bulgaria are still
running; there are plans to start new ones, and the
telecenter operators have formed an NGO to
enable ongoing collaboration.The Amic@s in
Paraguay lacked the ongoing resources to keep
them all running after USAID support ended, but
11 of the 12 were still in operation in 2002.

The “adoption” model — In the adoption model,
a CLC is hosted within an existing institution,
where many of the costs for space, administration,
and general operations are integrated into the
expanded services of the host organization. While
the service is adopted for the entire community, it
is located in an established institution such as an
NGO, college or school, local government office,
or church organization. Situated in an existing

library building that is owned by the local regional
government, the telecenter in Nakaseke, Uganda,
follows this model, as do the LearnLink CLCs in
Paraguay, Ghana, and Benin.The Gates Foundation
has offered support for more than 300 libraries in
Chile to offer Internet access, and the Chilean
government has more than matched the $9 million
donated in 2001.

The “companion” model — Rather than being
focused squarely on access to the entire
community, this approach aims to enhance the
existing special interest services of an established
institution that, over time, can grow to meet more
general community needs. For example, an
investment can be made to enhance ICTs within a
college, hospital, or community organization that
eventually can migrate into broader public access
as a “companion” service. The Indonesian PEPs
(People’s Economic Posts) follow this model, and
LearnLink is implementing it in teacher training
institutions in Guatemala, Morocco, Namibia, and
Uganda. Enlace Quiché in rural Guatemala began
as a program to help young teachers utilize ICTs
to learn and then teach children to read and write
Mayan languages. Many CLCs in the United
States are part of other types of organizations such
as residences for older citizens, literacy centers, and
public housing projects.

Each of the foregoing models has strengths and
weaknesses, and in the context of the LearnLink
initiative, these models have been field tested and
assessed to understand which approach performs
most successfully in offering services, achieving
sustainability, and reaching target segments of the
community in particular settings. See the case
studies at the end of this model for more
information on specific contexts.

Recently, many governments have announced
widespread connectivity plans that sometimes
include establishing public access centers as part
of national programs. Among other regions,
nearly all Latin American governments are taking
steps to offer access to digital technologies, and
doing so on a mass scale. Programs such as E-
Mexico (Mexico), InfoCentros (El Salvador,
Venezuela), Compartel Comunitarios (Argentina),
Telecentros Polivalentes (Ecuador), Compartel
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(Columbia), and Costarricense.com (Costa Rica)
often work in concert with NGOs, community
centers, libraries, or local government offices,
where the public access centers are housed. In
addition to providing access to official
government information and perhaps services, the
centers also make a range of ICTs available to the
public and often provide usage training at
affordable costs. Long term results from this new
type of public access model are not yet available,
but the impact of the undertaking on a national
scale will be interesting for ICT advocates who
often call for governmental efforts to help extend
ICT access.

People First
While the role of ICTs in development assistance is
achieving more and more emphasis, it is important
to remember that it is people with skills who make
ICTs work. Many successful ICT initiatives follow
a “core user” or Train-the-Trainer approach to
human resource development, which begins with
intensive training among early adopters within
community institutions that use the CLC. Over
time, the CLC comes to serve as a support
mechanism for these users as they market and
“socialize” the ICTs within community
institutions.

A second fundamental principal is that CLCs
must be demonstration projects and not just service
provision activities. Unless plans are made for those
with key metropolitan institutions to learn and
benefit from the investment in CLCs, they generally
will find reasons to dismiss or ignore the benefits
generated by the innovation. Accordingly, capacity-
building plans and programs need to be developed
to ensure that those who are presented with CLC
access come to understand the benefits of ICTs and
appreciate the opportunity to learn to use them.

Access-Awareness-Diffusion
The Internet has many cheerleaders who want 
to share the enabling effects they discover by
using this powerful new tool. But ICTs in
development includes more than just the 
Internet. It is important to determine how the
technologies are to be made available and whom
they are intended to assist. There are three
models for this type of assistance:

Access: Access refers to the relatively
straightforward task of making Internet,
computing, and telecommunications tools available
where they did not exist previously. Once the
technical issues have been resolved, those who
already know and understand the advantages of
using the Internet will take advantage of it. With
access, a relatively small segment of the community
is assisted while the costs associated with entry and
start-up are the lowest among the three options.

Awareness: the awareness model involves building
orientation, familiarization, and demonstration
programs on top of the new access that has been
provided. This takes time, financial resources, and
planning, but it reaches beyond the technical elite
to those early adopters who, when given the
opportunity, take the time to learn and integrate
ICTs into their professional and personal lives.

Diffusion: the diffusion of ICTs and the skills
necessary for their use among both early and late
adopters in developing societies is a time-
consuming, resource-intensive,“body contact”
activity.This is, however, how real markets are
created for self-sustaining ICT products and services.

In a sector where language often can be imprecise,
where no taxonomy exists for impact and
objectives, and where there is considerable growth
and development, it is important to differentiate
among the three foregoing types of interventions
to determine which are appropriate for the
introduction of a CLC.

Connectivity Options
Often the greatest challenge in a CLC is
connectivity. Infrastructure and telecommuni-
cations pricing structures often make connectivity
technically difficult and prohibitively expensive.
As mentioned earlier, connectivity is not an
essential feature of a CLC, though it is a preferred
one. In planning for connectivity, it is important
to be aware of the technological options for levels
of connectivity in Community Learning Centers,
including the following:

Land-based fiber optics, which provide rapid,
broadband access to the Internet but are
expensive and do not currently exist in most
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places. In others, the fiber passes through a
town, but there is no connection to it for local
service provision.
Dial-up service over standard telephone lines,
which offers slower, more limited capability
but has the benefit of using existing
telephone lines.
ISDN (integrated services digital network), an
older technology, and DSL (Digital Subscriber
Line) offer high speeds for those living near the
telephone company central offices.
Digital cable modem services usually delivered
with home television programming.
Frame Relay is a telephone company
technology that enables interconnection of
local area networks. It is available in more than
100 countries and may be an option for a
network of CLCs in a region.
Asymmetrical services involving high-speed
downlink and outgoing transmission using
existing terrestrial systems has been used
extensively in rural Canada to support
SchoolNet programs. This is a cost-efficient,
low-maintenance, transitional technology that
is worthy of consideration.
Satellite technologies include traditional C and
Ku bands,VSATs (very small aperture
terminals), DBSs (direct broadcast satellites),
and LEOs (low-earth orbiting satellites).Two-
way VSATs have proven to be useful for CLCs
in Uganda, Colombia, rural Canada, and the
United States.
Wireless technologies, including cellular mobile
communications, broadband, radio, and
microwave.The popularity of 802.11b (Wi-Fi)
networks4 is growing at a time when other
telecommunications services are static. Intel
predicts that soon every laptop will be sold
with a wireless capability.

There is no best solution across the board. Some
communities make use of several options to have
back up connections or reach a distant
telecommunications hub from an isolated region.
Each nation, city, region, and locality exists within
its own envelope of pre-existing costs, regulations,
available technology, and infrastructure. Those
conditions determine the best solution for a
specific community.

Hardware and Software Needs
Planners are often faced with a dilemma as they
make hardware and software investment choices.
On the one hand, they want to support
burgeoning national hardware and software
industries. On the other, they want to minimize
potential problems by investing in proven, name-
brand products, which often means using imports
from the United States and Europe.

At present, a reasonable compromise seems to
be to support local hardware importers, systems
integrators, tech support services, and trainers, while
investing in equipment from well-established
corporations. Likewise, the most robust
productivity software, including office suites that
feature word processing, database management, and
spreadsheet manipulation, comes from industrialized
countries. However, educational programs that
require sensitivity to local culture and language are
best developed within a nation’s borders.

The issue of compatibility, once significant, no
longer poses a huge problem. The field has
“shaken out,” so that a number of proprietary,
non-compatible systems are no longer being
marketed. The remaining manufacturers have
adopted a range of international standards that,
while not entirely eliminating the need to address
compatibility issues, has greatly reduced it.

Application software programs relevant to
Community Learning Center needs fall into several
categories: personal and business productivity,
instructional management, and education. Personal
and business productivity tools include programs for
word processing, spreadsheets and databases, email,
budget management, scheduling, file maintenance,
desktop publishing, and the creation of electronic
products for market. Instructional management
programs help educators prepare for instruction and
keep records. The range of educational applications
includes drill and practice programs, often used for
math and foreign languages; reading comprehension
programs; simulation programs, often used for
science and geography instruction; reference
materials, often hyperlinked for ease in cross-
referencing; collaborative learning programs,
designed to develop group decision-making skills
and professional networks; and workplace skills,
focusing on both content and subject matter
acquisition and introductions to new pedagogy.
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Those responsible for selecting software and
program applications often lack the criteria
needed to make the selection. The criteria
recommended by the Academy for Educational
Development's Technology Center focuses on
the intuitiveness of the user interface—the
controls and screen presentation the user sees
and the degree of control they offer, such as the
ability to pause and review material, move
quickly to and from narrowly defined segments
of information, and otherwise not be “held
hostage” by the program.

In addition, buyers should consider the
program’s compatibility with other software and
hardware platforms, as well as the speed of
company upgrades and maintenance of the
product line. Educational programs should be
designed in a manner that includes linear versus
non-linear organization, assessment and
remediation strands, an intelligent “tutor” or
facilitator, hyper linking of resources and themes,
credibility, and objectivity of source material.

Production value also should be considered,
such as the clarity of the audio and video,
professionalism of appearance (including screen
design, color, and fonts), incorporation of multiple
languages in a single application or availability of
the same product in multiple languages, cultural
relevance, and affordable cost.

The LearnLink project in Guatemala, Enlace
Quiché, produced a range of local materials for
teaching Mayan languages to teachers and enabling
teachers to instruct children in reading and
writing the Mayan language they speak at home.
The materials include CD-ROMs enhanced by
Mayan art, language games, and pedagogical
material, and the printed matter includes
dictionaries translated into both Spanish and
Mayan languages.

In government, commercial, and social sectors,
there is growing interest in open source software.
A working group in Latin America, Los Tigres de
Linux, has assembled a turn-key, open source
system for administering a telecenter. This is due
to the growing maturity of Linux software and a
desire to have an alternative to the more expensive
Microsoft products, which remain the most
popular, if not standard, application for CLCs.
There are many political and philosophical reasons

for support of alternatives to Microsoft, yet all of
these solutions need to inter-operate with the
dominant system. CLCs engaged in training may
need to provide Microsoft products because
prospective employers usually require proficiency
with Microsoft programs.

Staffing
There is little question that the most important
decision that will be made in the operating life of
a CLC is the selection of the skills, experiences,
and qualities in the person(s) who will manage the
center. Especially at the onset, the characteristics
of such persons are critical predictors for the
success or failure of a CLC.

Decisions about whether a Community
Learning Center requires one staff member or
five, full-time or part-time, usually are driven 
by the services it offers and the demand it
develops. More important than the number is
the type of staff member most likely to ensure
the center’s success.

Technical sophistication may be less important
than the ability to work with the community.
Staff can be trained to operate hardware and
software, but the necessary people skills that will
successfully integrate the center are much more
difficult to teach. Successful centers have worked
because of the personal ability of one or two
individuals to rally the community around the
new endeavor, with its seemingly exotic and
sometimes out-of-place appearance and functions.
Staff must maintain their enthusiasm and
conviction despite initial slow acceptance and use.
They must be able to infuse the community with
enthusiasm to use and embrace the facilities and
training and engender ongoing support.

The majority of developing country centers to
date have not had the luxury of diversified staffing.
Most have been limited to a single director who
may be able to draft volunteers and students to
provide additional help. Ideally, however, a CLC
should have the following:

a director who provides strategic planning,
marshals community support, seeks funding,
interacts with donors and other stakeholders,
and supervises daily operations;
a technician who maintains and services the
hardware, loads and manages software, conducts
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training classes, and provides daily technical
support to users; and
an administrative assistant responsible for
scheduling center use, maintaining center 
records, supervising the library, and providing
operational support to the director.

Planning and Implementation

Assessing the Environment

A critical element in the establishment of a
Community Learning Center is the initial
assessment, done in part to determine whether a
CLC is appropriate for a given community. A
typical assessment to study the feasibility of a CLC
in a given area will look at several important
aspects of the environment: community learning
needs and interest; technical infrastructure;
institutional capacity; human resource capacity and
financial feasibility.

Community Learning Needs and Interests

Assessing potential community support may be
difficult because a community cannot support what
it doesn’t understand, and ICTs are not easy to
explain. To gauge potential community support,
planners may choose to view the area’s record of
support for new initiatives that address economic,
educational, social, and democracy-building needs.
They also may consider the community’s history of
working with multilateral, bilateral, and national
funding agencies, its base of potential trainees, and
the regional telecommunications infrastructure.

It is best to focus the assessment on existing
learning needs, broadly defined within a community.
Interviews with a cross-section of community
leaders and members can highlight community
perceptions of learning and educational needs.

Once initial learning needs are identified, those
doing the assessment can begin matching
technology-aided solutions, such as computer-
assisted instruction and distance learning, to the
indicated problems. The assessment of technical
infrastructure will come into play here because it
is important not to propose an impractical solution
at the outset or to force a match.

At this point, the assessment of community
interest should include some community
demonstration, if possible, of technologies that would

be provided via a CLC. The demonstration should
be rooted in the earlier problem identification. This
is important because community leaders and
members are most likely uninformed about the
technologies and their potential benefits, and talk
about such matters is usually inadequate—people
need to actually see how these tools can help meet
some of their priority learning needs. Multimedia
notebook computers, Internet content captured to a
hard disk or CD-ROM  (to avoid the need for
remote connectivity during demonstrations), and
portable projectors can aid the demonstration effort.
The objective of this stage of the assessment is to
garner community “buy-in” for the effort.

Technical Infrastructure

Several elements of the technical infrastructure should
be examined at the assessment stage, including:

local availability of hardware, software, and
maintenance services;
local availability of technicians;
capabilities and limitations of the electrical grid
and telecommunications network; and
national and local attitudes toward
telecommunications regulation and emerging
private sector competition.

This component of the assessment will help
determine what possible technology mix might be
reliably employed at a CLC and will indicate what
deficiencies might have to be addressed before a
CLC can be established, such as provision of a
generator or extension of telephone lines to a site.

Institutional Capacity

When a CLC will be established in collaboration
with an existing institution, it is important during
the assessment stage to examine the institution’s
capacity to carry the effort forward. This involves
a close look at the institution’s mission statement
or founding objectives to ensure a proper fit for
the CLC effort. It also involves the institution’s
experience with implementation and management
of innovative activities—in other words, the
institution’s history of creativity in program or
project implementation. An institution’s
experience with community outreach and
community services is critical, especially if this is
to be a principal aim of the proposed CLC.
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Human Resource Capacity

Regardless of who will be implementing the CLC,
it is important to assess the capacity of the existing
human resource base. As mentioned earlier,
whether they are municipal staff, NGO employees,
or volunteers, CLC staff must offer a good blend of
people and technical skills to be successful. It is
important to determine the specific training these
individuals need and train them adequately in the
early stages of CLC development.

In the same vein, a general description of the
community’s human resource capacity is also
warranted. This would address the most likely
training needs of community members, from
instruction in computer basics upward, based on
the assessment of community learning needs and
interest. This assessment of human resource
capacity will help guide the development and
tailor training materials suited to the needs of
target CLC users.

Financial Feasibility

As one recent study summarizes,“the rules
governing [CLC] economics are not complex,
but they are unforgiving.”

If a telecenter revenue inflow does not cover expenses
and generate a surplus to replace equipment-- if it cannot
achieve full financial viability--inevitable equipment
breakdowns and obsolescence will eventually force the
telecenter to shut down. If the telecenter does not
generate sufficient income to cover operation and
maintenance costs—operational viability—the telecenter
may have to shut down even sooner.5

There are different financial models for the
establishment of CLCs. These can range from full
donor support for setting up and running the
CLC for a period of time (usually one to three
years) to cost-sharing arrangements where the
local implementing partner donates space and
perhaps staff in exchange for initial equipment,
supplies, and technical assistance. (The latter
model benefits from local partner buy-in and
investment, perhaps resulting in a greater sense of
local ownership.)  Regardless of the initial
financial model chosen for setting up the CLC, an
assessment of financial feasibility is important,
particularly the following questions:

What type of short-term financing is required
(site preparation, equipment, materials
production, staffing costs, etc.)?
What are the various partners and donors
expected to contribute?
What are the likely long-term financial needs
(i.e., for equipment maintenance, upgrading
and replacement, telecommunications costs,
utilities, salaries, etc.)?
What is the local implementing institution’s
record of managing donor resources?
What is the capacity of the implementing
institution to run a CLC on a cost-recovery
basis (i.e., can the institution charge fees and
manage revenues)?
What level of fees might be considered
“reasonable” for a pricing structure designed
for cost recovery, not necessarily profit?
What level of community demand can be
anticipated?
What is the local community’s ability to pay
for services?

One of the difficulties in devising sustainability
plans for CLCs is that targeting the under-served
and the poor requires sources of revenue beyond
client fees, unless sliding fee scales enable higher
income groups to subsidize the lower. The risk
is that the poor will lose out to those better able
to pay, thus jeopardizing the CLC’s “public
good” potential.

While some stress the purity of the CLC
mission, others argue for more entrepreneurism
and attention to market forces in CLCs. For
example, one study of community access
initiatives in rural areas identified the factors
most critical for CLC sustainability (i.e. costs,
revenues, business models, policy, and capacity)
and described a variety of ways in which such
centers can improve financial prospects. Some of
these include

Keeping costs low (reducing capital costs with
new devices and wireless, using appropriate
technologies to reduce recurrent costs)
Generating revenue from diverse fees and
services (focusing first on core communication
applications, promoting gradual growth of
other revenue sources, creating jobs and
revenue with remote ICT-enabled services)
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Benefiting from network effects, scope, and
scale (aggregating markets, exploiting
economies of scale and scope, designing rural
service providers, adding telecenters to existing
businesses, adding businesses to telecenters,
promoting rural-urban cooperation)
Supporting rural access with policy (adapting
to dynamics of rural markets and limited
ompetition, removing regulatory barriers to
rural service, promoting universal access
policies and supporting incentives).

A variety of CLC models are operating today,
yielding new insights into appropriate sustainability
approaches for particular contexts. In the
meantime, a continuing focus on the stated
purpose of a CLC, plus attention to local
conditions and financial feasibility options, can help
ensure that target groups and needs are addressed
while financial sustainability is achieved.

Monitoring and Evaluation

At the minimum, CLCs should track 1) the
number of users; 2) user demographics; 3) the
number of transactions; 4) the nature of each
transaction; 5) the duration of user sessions; and 6)
patterns of use by day, week, month, and year.

To the extent possible, computer-tracking
software should be used to facilitate record keeping.
All users should be asked to register the first time
they use the CLC and perhaps complete a personal
profile. Confidential personal profiles that record
gender, educational levels, income levels, and other
demographic data can help CLC operators
determine if special efforts need to be made to
ensure equitable access to traditionally neglected
groups of users, such as girls and women, the less
educated, and the poor. Each user should sign in
and out at each session and note the time. Users
should be given the opportunity to comment on
the quality of training, facilities, equipment,
services, and staff. This usually can be accomplished
through feedback forms that users can complete
after training sessions or at subsequent visits to the
CLC. A suggestion box is often a useful tool for
soliciting informal comments from users.

Some of the most challenging yet most
revealing types of data to collect are user
impressions of the impact of the CLC on their

lives. To collect these data, user feedback forms
can include specific questions about how access
to CLC resources is helping users, who can be
encouraged to give specific responses about
whether and how they feel the CLC is
benefiting them.

The design of both formative and summative
evaluations at the outset will clarify the types of
data the center needs to collect. Donors often
have specific measures they expect or require from
activities they fund, and these should be clarified
up front with the local implementing institution
so that the monitoring and evaluation system can
be designed to meet everyone’s needs.

Governance
A range of ownership and governance options exists
for a CLC activity. No one model has proven more
effective across all venues. Community Learning
Centers may be owned by community
cooperatives, local NGOs, state agencies, or
individuals, either singly or in partnership. They
may have governing and/or advisory boards, or they
may simply report to their sponsors.

Developing country pilot projects established by
national or international agencies may be funded for
specific periods, with the expectation that
ownership will be transferred to a local group or
organization after the pilot phase. Transfer of
ownership and control often comes with a cessation
or cutback in funding so that the center faces
governance and economic challenges
simultaneously. However, if the CLC is to be a
replicable model, the center will have a management
committee of representatives of national and
international agencies who contribute to the
investment to initiate the service. Also, there will be
a local steering committee made up of leaders from
those agencies that stand to benefit from the service
and have helped identify “core users” to participate
in the early training provided by the CLC.

Policy Issues
Among the issues that CLC founders must address
are telecommunications regulations, national
attitudes toward access to information, protection
of user-specific data, and intellectual property
rights (copyright) protection. Lack of attention to
any of these issues in the short term may result in
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long-term problems. The governing documents
created for a center should include clear guidelines
and policies in each area.

Some policy issues are susceptible to
technology-based solutions. For example, as
encryption technology continues to evolve, data
integrity, security, and personal information about
users will be less susceptible to tampering and
theft. Likewise, when it becomes commonplace
for all users and individual pieces of information
to carry encoded digital “thumbprints,” it will be
easier to track violations of copyright and
commission of other online crimes.
Unfortunately, the use of such digital tracking
measures increases the potential abuse of personal
privacy by the government and the private sector.
In some cases, societies will have to decide at the
legislative and regulatory levels whether the cure is
worse than the disease.

In many countries, access to ICTs remains
hampered by government control of the
telecommunications sector. To become full
participants in the information age, these countries
will have to reform their systems, ceding a greater
role to a competitive private sector. Moving
beyond pilot ICT projects toward a strong national
system will require an enormous infusion of capital,
the type of investment that has traditionally come
from private corporations that operate within a
stable regulatory environment. State monopolies
have resisted giving up control of basic services,
which has slowed partially telecommunication
reform efforts in some developing countries.

Those championing the CLC in their
jurisdiction will come to understand how national
telecommunications regulation, infrastructure, and
services require change. As ICT innovators, CLC
actors can help inform, sensitize, and mobilize
national resources and institutions to accelerate
their entry into the information economy. It is
critical that international and national organizations
involved in CLC sponsorship engage in capacity-
building initiatives to help the dominant and
influential national regulatory, governing, and
licensing agencies understand and experience the
benefits of ICT adoption. Fundación Chasquinet in
Ecuador has been providing input on a national
strategy for universal service so that community
needs will be considered in the strategic plan.

Strategies for Success
While Community Learning Center experiences
differ based on purpose, location, size, funding,
community support, and a number of other
variables, there is common agreement on a
number of strategies for success.

Secure support from senior policy makers.

Communities accept technological interventions
much more rapidly and fully when it is clear that
there is support from the top.

To the extent possible, get the community involved

before establishing the center. Identify key
community leaders and involve them in planning-
stage decision making.

Find and employ a “champion.” Centers with
the greatest success and staying power have
benefited from the untiring efforts of a single
individual who was committed to the cause.
The “champion” is generally someone with
excellent social outreach skills who is respected
in the community.

Conduct proactive outreach to the community. Do
not wait for them to come to you. Instead, target
organizations in the community and bring them in
for demonstrations, free tutorials, receptions, and
other introductory events.

Get a “nose under the tent.” Offer physical
space for meetings even if no electronic services
are involved.

Conduct ongoing training classes (beyond the
introductory sessions) to help community members

become comfortable and increasingly skilled with
ICT/CLC hardware and software.

Provide ongoing training to CLC personnel so
that they remain current with evolving
technology and are able to support CLC
development while serving as a valuable resource
to the community.

Connect with other centers to provide mutual
support, share lessons learned, create buying
collectives, and otherwise create strength in numbers.
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Publicize early successes within the community.

Sometimes this must be handled carefully to avoid
engendering resentment among traditional power
bases. Share the credit for success, even when that
involves creative reporting.

Invest in resources that can build on each other.

Create a plan for increasing capabilities and add only
the hardware, software, and applications that support
the plan. Avoid short-term, equipment with no
track record for service, and applications with
incompatible or inappropriate languages and cultural
references. Adopt “state of the market” technologies
that are proven, have an established service record,
and that many people already know how to use.

Look beyond the pilot funding phase. Plan early for
financial sustainability. Draft a proposed fee-for-
service plan and solicit feedback from community
members. Enlist their support in proposed fund-
raising initiatives. Understand that the entry-level
pricing will necessarily be different from the prices
charged when the center is self-sustaining.

Use the center’s online presence to bring the

community into the international eye. Most
communities appreciate the enhanced visibility,
which can bring economic development
opportunities and foreign investment.

Potential Problems, Pitfalls and Potholes
As with any new, technology-rich intervention,
Community Learning Centers may fall victim to
theft, vandalism, accidents, and natural disasters. To
some extent, planning and vigilance can reduce these
risks. The ultimate key lies in the extent to which
center “champions” succeed in garnering community-
wide support for the new venture. When successful,
CLC staff has found that communities will not
tolerate threats to the new resource.

Less tangible threats may come from
organizational sources often outside the
community. LearnLink consultant Richard Fuchs
describes one such problem in Uganda and his
recommended solution:

Metropolitan institutions don’t appreciate it when
the “outback” has better tools, skills and resources
than they do. In the words of one of our
Kampala collaborators,“We shouldn’t do that.

Then the people of Nakaseke will know more
about it than we do.” This natural disposition of
metropolitan institutions has to be acknowledged
and respected. It shouldn’t, however, be
successful in dominating how resources get
deployed as they will tend to consume most of
the benefits directly. Metropolitan institutions do,
however, need to be accommodated.
Our solution was to introduce what we called
“capacitation programs” that would link the
Nakaseke telecenter to these Kampala-based
metropolitan agencies. This way they could
benefit from training and access to the new
technology. Additionally, we proposed linking
some of the more well-endowed international
agencies in Kampala with both their later
adopting national counterparts and the rural
telecenter. (Fuchs, 1997)

A related problem is the tendency for certain users
or sectors to dominate Community Learning
Center services, narrowing the center’s overall
utility to the community. It is difficult for CLCs
struggling for economic sustainability to resist
catering to the demands of users or a particular
sector that provides consistent business. However,
Community Learning Centers with mandates to
strengthen educational resources or to provide
enhanced services and information must stay
focused on their primary agendas.

While they should remain flexible in
supporting a range of services, they should not
allow narrow business or gender interests to prevail
over the greater good of the community. Nor
should they compete with private sector initiatives
that arise because of the awareness and diffusion
impacts of the CLC in the community. One of
the CLCs LearnLink helped to establish in Ghana
noticed, after several months of operation, that its
client base was made up of predominantly young
males. To reach other community segments to
which the NGO operating the CLC felt an
obligation, CLC staff arranged special weeks for
targeted outreach to special community segments.
For example, a Women’s Week was held to draw in
women’s groups and gender-focused NGO
partners. A Teachers’Week appealed to public and
private school teacher to learn more about how
ICTs could benefit their students and teaching. A
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Health Care Workers’Week focused on this
important segment of the community, and so on.

The vast majority of clients in nearly 30
Learnlink CLCs in five countries belonged to
the target groups—NGOs, health workers, small
businesspeople, farmers, public servants,
educators and, of course, students. Initially,
youth tend to lead the way. However, in every
case, the larger community followed, especially
after effective marketing, outreach, and
opportunities for orientation.

Sustainability Guidelines for the
Community Learning Center
The issue of sustainability is one of the most
challenging dimensions of CLC investment, start-
up, and “grow-out” and there are several models
are indicated below.

The Medium-Term Market Maker: The CLC is
seen as only a short-medium-term mechanism to
trigger accelerated innovation in the information
economy with “back-of-the-market” communities.
In this case, the CLC is enhancing ICT awareness
and skills throughout community organizations
and businesses so they can develop and maintain
capacity to innovate and adopt ICTs. In this
model, the CLC is a social and economic
development project focused on helping to create
a market for local ICT services because of the
diffusion effect of the CLC in the community.

The Service Extension: The CLC becomes an
integral part of one of the initial sponsoring
organizations. This could be a school, local
government, cooperative, hospital, chamber of
commerce, or economic development agency.
After the initial investment, the CLC is financed
by one of the initial sponsors.

The CLC “Business:” The CLC becomes a
financially self-sustaining business entity, whether
on a profit or “not-for-profit” basis.The initial
pricing strategies need to reflect an attractive “entry
cost,” and the demand for services needs to be
anchored in several markets within the community.

Whichever model is adopted—and they can
change over time—the start-up CLC or telecenter

will have to incorporate the following into its
initial operations plan:

A strategic plan
Identified potential funding sources
Diversified funding sources
A fee schedule acceptable to the community
and based on real costs
An understanding of the political and
economic climate
A working model of organizational
collaboration
Quality assurance techniques

Selected USAID Telecenter Experience

1. USAID-funded Community Learning Centers,

one of the intervention models identified by the
LearnLink project, in Paraguay and Haiti, plus
Benin, Bulgaria, and Ghana. See case studies at
the end of this chapter on telecenters in Benin,
Ghana, and Bulgaria. Other information on CLCs
is located in the endnotes to the case studies for
Benin, Bulgaria, and Ghana.

In Paraguay, the first of 12 pilot centers
established in Asunción opened in January 1998.
These centers are known as aulas municipales de
comunicación, información y aprendizaje, or amic@s,
which, loosely translated, means “municipal
communication, information, and learning
centers.” In addition, a range of learning tools,
including interactive educational programs on
CD-ROM and vocational instruction materials,
were provided. The amic@s provided Internet
access, free email services, and free orientation
sessions to introduce the computers, systems, and
services available. LearnLink assisted the
municipality in monitoring the use of the centers
and evaluating their impact on the community
during this pilot project.

The Paraguay amic@s identified and employed
a local champion who was energetic and persistent
in his efforts to publicize the amic@s and to
involve influential members of the community in
introductory events. He  had excellent contacts
with high technology firms as well as social
organizations in each neighborhood.The emphasis
of the amic@s was on strengthening formal and
informal learning, so early activities focused on
engaging those concerned with education in
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Asunción. Many of the users were students who
did not have access to computers in school or at
home.The CLCs opened at a time of political and
financial instability for the country.The
municipality planned to automate many of its
municipal services, and the centers were designed
to provide access to these services, though this was
achieved to only a limited extent. Nevertheless,
there was a strong demand for computer and
Internet access, and at least 11 of the 12 CLCs are
still running though the project ended in 2001.

In Haiti, the LearnLink project with its partners
focused on three main activities. First, the project
helped Haitian Internet Service Providers (ISPs)
improve their operational capabilities by
recommending strategies for strengthening their
networks and offering new value-added services to
their consumers. Second, the project contributed
to the creation of a national .ht domain name in
Haiti by delivering equipment, training, and
technical assistance to a Haitian consortium
assigned responsibility for the task. Finally, the
project helped establish two public access
telecenters in the secondary cities of Jacmel and Les
Cayes, selected a Haitian organization to manage
the telecenters, procured computer equipment for
the centers, and provided business and technical
training to telecenter staff. The telecenter in Les
Cayes, in particular, has been extremely successful,
offering a wide range of training programs and
ICT services to surrounding schools, local
businesses and other local beneficiaries.

2. ITU/UNESCO/IDRC Multipurpose

Community Telecenter Project in Africa. The
International Telecommunications Union (ITU),
UNESCO, and the International Development
Research Centre (IDRC) joined together to
develop five African Multipurpose Community
Telecenters on a pilot basis. The purpose was to
explore and refine telecenter models, disseminate
information about the process, and create a
partnership model of collaboration among
international, national, and local organizations.

The first of the centers was launched in early
1998 in Nakaseke, Uganda. The telecenter was
owned by Local Council 3 of the Lowero District
but also received support from the Uganda Post
and Telecommunications Corporation.

Organizers targeted educators, health workers,
and public administrators in Nakaseke believing
that innovators in each sector would draw in their
colleagues. For example, one potential user would
be the Primary Teachers’ College, which delivers
continuing education to primary school teachers in
five regional districts, through 31 regional
coordinators. By offering the coordinators access to
email and other Internet-based services, the quality
of the educational training could be improved.

After serving as a high profile telecenter for
several years, a fire in June, 2001, destroyed much of
the telecenter and part of the print library housed
in the center. Because it had become such a central
service in the town, within days a fundraising event
raised money from local donors and some
international agencies to begin repairing and then
rebuilding the center. In-kind donations of services
from builders, welders, and artisans helped the
effort to restore service.With the assistance of the
Belgian government, Nakaseke is now becoming
the hub in a network of Community Multimedia
Centres (as they currently are called).

4. In Sweden and the United Kingdom, the
telecenter emphasis has been on providing facilities
to enable telecommuting, or telework, while often
incorporating a community action social agenda.
In Newfoundland and Labrador, Canada, and
Australia, the emphasis has been on reaching
remote, rural communities to enable them to
access otherwise unavailable services and to build
local capacity.

5. In Newfoundland and Labrador, for example, the
Remote Community Service Telecentres
http://www.col.org/telecentres/Telecentres_
complete.pdf (project description) or
www.rcst.net/flash/model.htm, a second generation
of wireless telecenters, was established using two-way
VSAT telecommunications organized around
affordable “bandwidth-on-demand.” Medical,
education, small business, and government
information services were integrated into a common
facility that divided the cost of the telecom
capability among the entire community.This is an
example of the way the model CLC can evolve into
a community network that serves even those who
do not physically enter the facility.
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6. In the United States, the Community
Technology Center network (CTCNet) began as a
group of urban CLCs that served low income
populations in central cities. It has expanded to
include more than 700 centers located in small
towns and rural areas as well. Many of the centers
are located in community-based organizations, but a
new program has opened centers in public schools,
where the facilities can be used after hours by young
people and adults.Very few of these CLCs operate
with funds exclusively from the local community.
Most depend on outside grants or allocations from
government funding and the sale of services.

As CLCs proliferate around the world, the suite
of services tends to increase. In other cases,
organizations are providing access and training to
ICT as just one of many services, some of which
are not focused on technology. Provision of ICTs
to clients is necessary but not central. Some
centers continue to offer basic computer and
Internet services and introductory training, while
others specialize on courses and services that
attract the most paying users. In many developed
countries, government supports the centers as part
of a safety net of services for those who cannot
afford them but  many developing countries do
not have tax revenues  to sustain a CLC. Most
CLCs begin with the goal of serving the
underserved, and this sometimes results in tension
when the need for paying clientele becomes more
important than the original goal of helping those
who cannot afford access.

7. Somos@telecentros Organizing existing CLCs or
telecenters into national and regional support
networks is a trend that began in the late 1990’s.
There are CLC associations in Australia, the United
States, Hungary, and several in Latin America.
Somos@telecentros  is a regional consortium of
CLCs and national networks located in Latin
America and the Caribbean—and the largest
regional organization founded to link up telecenter
practitioners. Located in 14 countries, primarily
Spanish and Portuguese-speaking areas, the
consortium is based in Quito, Ecuador and
supported by Fundación Chaquinet. The group runs
a listserv and collects and provides access to a
clearinghouse of papers, telecenter stories, business
plans, photographs, and personal accounts. It has

organized national conferences in several countries
and in August 2001, convened a meeting of regional
telecenter workers for training and personal
networking. Many of the attendees had never left
their country, and the training sessions helped them
understand there were others around the region
with some of the same problems and experiences.

This national and regional capacity building,
especially among people with a common
language, is a powerful force for strengthening a
virtual organization.They have worked online on
governance issues for the consortium and learned
how to become a legal entity. Clarifying goals and
ways to run a regional organization helps
individual workers plan for the future of their own
CLC.This model of cooperation helped inspire
UNESCO to convene a meeting of telecenter
leaders to form a global help desk where problems
not easily solved at a local or national level could
be referred elsewhere for resolution.

International Portals
As the number of organizations, companies, and
governments establishing CLCs has grown, several
efforts to track the activity have developed
independent of each other. In mid-2002, for
example, UNESCO’s Information Society Division
began building the International Telecentres
Resources Site (www.unesco.org/webworld/
build_info/gct/index.shtml) that collects project and
technology information with links to many local
organizations involved in these initiatives.The
International Development Research Centre
(IDRC) in Canada hosts a site with information
about its projects in Asia, Latin America, and Africa
through 2001 (www.idrc.ca/pan/telecentres.html),
and the United Nations Development Programme’s
Info21 project maintains an up-to-date site
(www.undp.org/info21/index5.htm) that collects
news and project information from local sources. In
the United States, Community Technology Center
Networks (CTCs)  tracks CLC activity in its more
than 650 member projects as well as in the America
Connects Consortium and Neighborhood
Networks. In 2002, the Bill and Melinda Gates
Foundation awarded a large grant to the Online
Computer Library Center (OCLC) and its partners
to establish a portal dedicated to supporting the
public library and other access projects.
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Looking Ahead 
NUA, the world’s leading source for Internet
statistics, estimates that in May 2002, there were
580 million people online out of a total
population of 6.2 billion.With less than 10 per
cent of the world online, there still exists a strong
demand for ways to bring access, training, and
relevant content to the rest of the world.The cost
of hardware continues to drop, and several efforts
to produce low cost devices for use in developing
markets have been publicized.These include the
Indian Simputer, the Brazilian volkscomputer, and
the Jhai Foundation’s solid state, low power Linux
PC for use in rural Laos. Others have adapted
powerful game machines like the X-box and
PlayStation for Internet use. Connectivity options
have increased from a technology perspective, but
the current telecommunications industry is in a
depression since and this is likely to slow down
deployment of lower cost Internet services in
many areas of the developed and developing
world.

The rise of the open source software movement,
and especially that of Linux, has provided both a
challenge and a hope for the CLC movement.
Many CLCs provide classes in popular business
software such as Microsoft office. Open source
solutions or software such as Sun Microsystems’ Star
Office allow CLCs to use less expensive but
compatible software, but this does not meet the
training needs where job applicants need to show
proficiency in Microsoft Office. At the
administrative level, open source software is being
used for turnkey operations in some telecenters.A
group of programmers in Latin America known as
the Linux Tigers (los Tigres de Linux) is perfecting
this software and documenting it in Spanish.

It is clear that the Community Learning Center
remains a viable and flexible model, adaptable to
specific community needs and resources. It faces
challenging but not insurmountable operational
issues, from size to governance to range of services.
It addresses both the problems of technological
access and equitable access in tandem, and it is a
growth rather than static model.As the number of
centers has grown, there has been an increase in the
organizations that are operating CLCs, not as the
only focus but as part of a suite of services.
Connectivity and ICT access become part of the

basic infrastructure, similar to plumbing and
electricity, that a service organization needs to
compete and function efficiently.

International experiences with the Community
Learning Center model have not been thoroughly
evaluated, and lessons learned from pilots are
beginning to be disseminated worldwide. It is
critical that sound evaluation criteria be built into
a CLC model at the outset. Valuable data will be
lost if planners do not establish the qualitative and
quantitative information that must be collected,
beginning in the planning phase. In 2001, for
example, community technology centers funded
by the United States Department of Education
expanded the number of U.S. CTCs. By 2002
officials in the Department were pressing for better
data from the centers if they expected to receive
further support.

To achieve certain measures of success,
communities will depend on elements they cannot
readily control. For instance, the utility of
computer-assisted applications for education will be
driven by the extent to which they are developed in
local languages and are compatible with local values,
curricula, and needs for lifelong learning, learning to
know, active learning, and cooperative learning.

Success in one domain may come at the
expense of success in another. If one set of users
comes to dominate a Community Learning
Center’s resources, other segments of the
community, with other priorities, will continue to
be denied access. Planning must be done at the
outset to avoid such an eventuality and to give
center staff clear guidelines for allocating resources.

In the end, the outlook is positive for the
Community Learning Center model because of
declining technology costs, the promulgation of
international standards, the establishment of long-
term technology initiatives by every major
international funding organization, increased
technological awareness and sophistication within
the urban centers of developing countries, and the
growth of a technology-literate cadre of
development professionals.

The Community Learning Center model focuses
on access. Ultimately, it is how community members
use it. The economic, educational, and social impact
of the CLC model will depend on those who not
only plan but also implement the model.
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