
 
September 16, 2013 
 
The Honorable Mignon Clyburn, Acting Chairwoman 
The Honorable Jessica Rosenworcel 
The Honorable Ajit Pai 
Federal Communications Commission  
445 12th Street, SW  
Washington, DC 20554 
 
Re: WC Docket No. 13–184 
  
Dear Chairwoman Clyburn, Commission Rosenworcel, and Commission Pai: 
 
On behalf of the National Alliance for Public Charter Schools (National Alliance), I am 
writing regarding your Notice of Proposed Rulemaking on Modernizing the E-rate Program 
for Schools and Libraries (Proceeding #13-184).    
 
The National Alliance is the leading national nonprofit organization committed to 
advancing the public charter school movement.  Our mission is to lead public education to 
unprecedented levels of academic achievement for all students by fostering a strong 
charter sector. The Alliance provides assistance to state charter school associations and 
resource centers, develops and advocates for improved public policies, and serves as the 
united voice for this large and diverse movement. 
 
In 1996, when the E-rate was created, there were only 254 public charter schools.  Today, 
there are more than 6,000 public charter schools serving 2.3 million students in 42 states 
and the District of Columbia. According to our most recent survey results, nearly one 
million student names are on public charter school waiting lists for the 2013-14 school 
year.  Six percent of the nation’s public schools are charter schools and five percent of the 
nation’s public school students attend charter schools.   
 
Due to the rapid growth of public charter schools and the continued high demand, 
programs such as the E-rate need to be updated to ensure that the unique challenges and 
structure of public charter schools are accommodated. In particular, we are concerned that 
public charter schools may not be receiving an allocation appropriate to their presence. For 
example, in California, only $12.4 million in E-rate funds were allocated to public charter 
schools in 2012 – just three percent of the state’s share of E-rate funds, even though public 
charter schools in California represent ten percent of public schools and seven percent of 
student enrollment. 
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In addition, many public charter school organizations are at the forefront of new and 
innovative methods to integrate digital content, online and blended learning which require 
robust broadband connectivity. Any reform efforts should anticipate and facilitate the 
continued growth of digital learning and innovative solutions. 
 
This rulemaking offers the opportunity to recognize and address the needs of public 
charter schools as you work toward your stated goals of (1) ensuring schools and libraries 
have affordable access to 21st Century Broadband that supports digital learning; (2) 
streamlining the administration of the E-rate program.  
 

1. Ensuring schools and libraries have affordable access to 21st Century 
Broadband that supports digital learning 

  
As you explore options for refining the E-rate program, we would ask you to address the 
under-representation of public charter schools in a program that is meant to assist all 
public schools in accessing and affording the high-capacity broadband connectivity that is 
necessary to support digital learning.  
 

a. Ensuring equitable access for all public schools 
 
One of the largest hurdles to opening a public charter school is finding an educationally 
appropriate facility. Traditional public schools typically have an existing district facility to 
use, but for charters, this is not the case.  If a public charter school cannot obtain a district 
facility, they often end up leasing from a private entity. These buildings often will not have 
the existing connectivity infrastructure that more current school facilities will have. Even if 
existing school facilities have an outdated technology infrastructure, it is still a vastly 
superior situation than start-up charter schools that cannot get the necessary connectivity 
access before their first year of operation and are forced to spend the first year teaching 
students with little or no Internet access.  
 

b. Re-working the application timeline 
 

Public charter schools, especially start-ups have found it difficult to access these funds as 
the application deadline and the timelines for new charter petition approval and securing a 
facility do not align. The annual E-rate application deadline is typically in late February, 
which can present timing challenges for new charter school.  Charter schools are required 
to certify that they are a school before submitting their E-rate application, which is 
impossible to do before their charter has been granted by an authorizing agency. Typically  
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charter applications are approved in late spring or early summer. Although many public  
charter schools would prefer to have their charter approved by the E-rate application 
deadline, it is often out of their control as districts control much of the timing around 
charter applications and facilities decisions. In addition, most new public charter schools 
have not secured a facility by the E-rate application deadline, so they have no way of 
knowing what their technology infrastructure needs will be. To alleviate these unique 
hardships, we would suggest the following options: 
 

 Provide multiple application dates, which will allow charters to submit their 
application after they have an approved charter.  

 Allow new charter schools to apply at the original deadline, but to amend their 
application after they have their approved charter and identified a facility.  

 Create a special application period for new charter schools.  
 
Further, due to these timeline challenges, charters cannot provide their free and reduced 
price lunch (FRL) data for the population they will serve because their actual student 
population is not known until school opens. Recognizing this, we suggest the following 
options: 
 

 Allow start-up charter schools to use either the zip code or district average to 
project their FRL.  

 
 Allow for an amended application after the student population is known 

 
 

2. Streamlining administration of the E-rate program 
 
Since the start of the E-rate program and original adoption of these regulations, public 
charter schools have become a driving force in public education in the nation. Recognizing 
the desire to streamline this program, we would propose that you consider the following 
options that would improve administration and allow charters access to these vital funds.  
 

 Creating a charter school “pot” of funds for initial implementation of technology 
infrastructure in charter schools that are not housing students in a facility with 
an existing infrastructure.  

 Allowing a state entity to be an applicant for charter schools, permitting that 
entity to administer a sub-program for charters.  

 
The National Alliance strongly commends the FCC’s efforts to update and improve the E-
rate program.  When the existing rules were first established, charter schools were just 
emerging on the public school landscape.  Now public charter schools represent a robust, 
innovative and growing sector in public education and we therefore encourage you to  
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consider the unique needs of charter schools as you commence updating and streamlining 
the program. We look forward to engaging as the process continues and thank you for the 
opportunity to provide input.  If you have any further questions about these comments, 
please do not hesitate to contact Gina Mahony, Senior Vice President, Government 
Relations, at gina@publiccharters.org or 202 521 2836. 
 
 
 
 
Sincerely, 

 
Nina Rees 
President & CEO 
 
 
 
 


