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Ms. Lauren Wilson
General Counsel
Consumer and Government Affairs Bureau
Federal Communications Commission
445 12th Street SW
Washington, D.C. 20554

Re: Lifeline and Link Up Reform and Modernization (WC Docket No. 11-42)

Dear Ms. Wilson:

The Consortium for School Networking (CoSN) appreciates this opportunity to contribute to the Consumer and Governmental Affairs Bureau’s (CGB) work to better understand the non-price barriers to digital inclusion and to propose strategies the Federal Communications Commission (FCC) should consider employing to address those barriers. As a professional association for school district technology leaders, we are deeply committed to eliminating price and other barriers to the delivery of high capacity broadband that impact teaching and learning, including obstacles to students’ home connectivity.     

CoSN’s members work to ensure students and educators have access to high capacity broadband whenever and wherever learning occurs. Our members’ connectivity goals increasingly extend beyond school grounds to finding strategies for addressing the “Homework Gap,” which prevents many low income and isolated rural students from fully realizing digital learning’s benefits. Price remains the biggest obstacle for removing the Homework Gap. A majority of respondents (88%) to CoSN’s 2015 Annual E-rate and Infrastructure Survey cited affordability as the biggest barrier for families that lack home Internet access.[footnoteRef:1] Recent reports by the Pew Research Center demonstrate similar findings.[footnoteRef:2] As a result, our members continue to strongly support the E-rate program and the FCC’s recent Lifeline program improvements.  [1:  CoSN’s 2015 Annual E-rate and Infrastructure Survey Available at: http://www.cosn.org/Infrastructure2015]  [2:  Pew Research Center, December 21, 2015, Home Broadband 2015 Available at: http://www.pewinternet.org/2015/12/21/2015/Home-Broadband-2015/] 


Non-price barriers, however, are also an impediment to better connecting students and their families to high capacity broadband at home. CoSN is concerned about digital literacy’s impact on broadband adoption rates. Recent studies by the Pew Research Center[footnoteRef:3] and the Benton Foundation show that digital literacy - not understanding or valuing broadband’s educational and other benefits – is a barrier to broadband adoption for some households.[footnoteRef:4] CoSN’s members are particularly concerned that some low-income communities may lack information about public connectivity programs, such as the new Lifeline broadband subsidy. Unless this issue is addressed systemically, and digital literacy rates generally improve, many eligible families may miss the opportunity to benefit from Lifeline’s new broadband subsidy and this will negatively impact the learning of students from those families.   [3:  Ibid. ]  [4:  Rhinesmith, Colin. “Digital Inclusion and Meaningful Broadband Adoption Initiatives.” Evanston, IL: Benton Foundation, January 2016. benton.org/broadband-inclusion-adoption-report Available at: https://www.benton.org/sites/default/files/broadbandinclusion.pdf] 


The FCC should use an array of strategies to promote digital literacy. Entities such as the Information Technology & Innovation Foundation have advocated for incenting telecommunications providers to serve in the leading role in building low-income communities’ awareness of telecommunications subsidy programs.[footnoteRef:5] We agree that providers must be a central part of the digital literacy solution. The FCC should also support other mechanisms for building families’ awareness of Lifeline and related state or local programs.  [5:  Information Technology & Innovation Foundation, Policies to Increase Broadband Adoption at Home (2009) Available at: http://www.itif.org/files/2009-demand-side-policies.pdf
] 


Schools serve as important community anchor institutions in addressing this overall challenge. If properly equipped with information and tools from the FCC or the Universal Service Administrative Company, schools can help notify high poverty families about their potential eligibility for the Lifeline program and steps for applying. Interested school districts – particularly districts with schools serving the highest concentrations and numbers of students living in poverty and in rural areas - must be equipped with high quality information about Lifeline and encouraged to distribute it in their communities as part of existing family engagement initiatives. High poverty schools are readily identifiable based on their participation in existing federal education, nutrition and other programs focused on low income families and they could serve as the basis for a communications initiative about the reformed Lifeline program. Rural schools could serve a similar function. 

Nonprofits can also serve in this important capacity. CoSN is working closely with the Alliance for Excellent Education to develop a Lifeline toolkit to help build schools’ capacities to provide this information to their low-income families. The CoSN-AEE material, which will be available later this year, is designed to help eligible families understand that it is important for their students to have home broadband access and that there are new opportunities that make the connectivity more affordable. Working closely with our school district members, we believe this initiative can make a difference for many students and their families.

CoSN encourages the FCC to support both nonprofits and schools in this work and on related digital literacy initiatives. If you have any questions about our Lifeline focused digital literacy campaign, or other projects, please let us know. 

Sincerely,

Keith Krueger 
Chief Executive Officer
CoSN
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