
 

  

 

 

Florida Rural School Digital Transformation Request and Findings 

On behalf of Florida’s three educational consortia, Heartland Educational Consortium (HEC), 
Northeast Florida Educational Consortium (NEFEC), and the Panhandle Area Educational 
Consortium (PAEC), we present the issues, concerns, and findings of the 2014 technology needs 
of Florida’s small, rural school districts.  

Section One: Consortia Map/Student Population and District E-Rate Tables; 2014 data provided 
by Florida Department of Education on Consortia student population and E-Rate share based on 
free and reduced lunch criteria. 

Section Two:  Letters of support regarding the modernization of the Federal E-Rate Program 

• Florida Association of District School Superintendents (Florida Senator William 
Montford III) 

• Panhandle Area Educational Consortium (Patrick L. McDaniel, Executive Director) 
• Northeast Florida Educational Consortium (Dr. Jim Surrency, Executive Director) 
• Heartland Educational Consortium (Tom Conner, Executive Director) 

Section Three:  Gap Report defining the digital divide between Florida’s urban and rural school 
districts 

Section Four:  Rural School Transformation Request; a narrative and appropriation request to 
Florida Governor Rick Scott, the Florida Department of Education, The Florida Senate, and the 
Florida House of Representatives 

Section Five: District School Bandwidth Data; 2014 bandwidth data (speeds) for both 
interconnection and out to the public Internet as provided by individual schools in the 
Consortia’s 35 districts. 

Section Six:  Findings for PAEC, NEFEC, and Heartland Educational Consortium Rural 
Schools Technology Transformation Plan; An independent analysis by a private consulting firm,  
ConnectEducation, regarding the current bandwidth at Florida’s rural schools relative to 
Florida’s statewide technology goals and objectives.  

Section Seven:  Technology Transformation Brochure; an overview of Florida’s rural school 
technology needs.  
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COMMENTS:   FEDERAL COMMUNICATIONS COMMISSION 
Washington D.C.  20554 

     
WC Docket No. 13-184 

 
Matters of Maximizing the E-Rate Program for Schools and Libraries 

  
On behalf of 14 rural public school districts in the State of Florida, The Panhandle 
Area Educational Consortium would like to request that rules would be adopted that 
would allow and encourage all schools in the State of Florida to maximize cost-
effective purchasing in the E-rate program. We feel that state-wide purchasing co-
ops as the one managed by PAEC and acting as Florida’s Representatives  on behalf 
of 26 states could result in significant cost savings to our national rural schools and 
libraries. Florida is now part of the Association of Educational Purchasing Agencies 
(AEPA) serving states across the nation. This program as detailed on Section H. 
Line 220 is exactly what Florida is doing right now with all other educational 
services and supplies.  
 
The Panhandle Area Educational Consortium also would like to propose that the 
concept of using a hybrid - owned network developed by a consortium of schools 
would work very well for our small and rural schools. In Florida, the three (3) 
educational consortia have extensive experience in the successful development of 
services and products for small, rural districts that otherwise would have been 
unattainable by the districts. The consortia are Northeast Florida Educational 
Consortium, Panhandle Area Educational Consortium and Heartland Educational 
Consortium. 
 
Recent legislation within the Health Care Connect program reviewed numerous 
pilots nation-wide and determined that allowing the entity (the health care provider 
consortium) to design, build and operate its own network was a viable solution to 
drive down broadband access pricing in rural areas. We want the same for our 
regional education consortia, on behalf of our small and rural school districts. We 
think this would work very well in Florida.  

 
Therefore, we propose that the FCC adopt the same rules as it did in the Health Care 
Connect program, with no requirement for a pilot program, and allow schools to 
create consortia to build and manage their own networks where other providers' 
pricing is not competitive for the needs of the schools and libraries within the 
consortia.  
 
Sincerely, 

 
Patrick L. McDaniel 
Executive Director 







HEARTLAND PAEC NEFEC 

RURAL SCHOOL TECHNOLOGY TRANSFORMATION 



HEARTLAND PAEC NEFEC 

Florida’s 35 small, rural school districts, representing 154,421 students, currently operate at an 
extreme technological disadvantage with an average of 17 Mbps bandwidth for digital learning 
reflecting an 83% deficiency in meeting the FLDOE bandwidth standard for Florida schools (See 
attached graph).  This is due to rudimentary broadband availability, funding restraints, and 
affordability, compared to urban school districts where capacity and competitive pricing are 
available.  Clearly, this digital gap renders extreme difficulties for rural school students to 
compete academically in a digital environment much less comply with the technology goals and 
objectives of educational and governmental policy makers.  

In an effort to highlight the plight of rural school districts, Florida’s three educational consortia, 
Heartland Educational Consortium, North East Florida Educational Consortium, and Panhandle 
Area Educational Consortium, developed a case study using Putnam County, Florida, 
supplemented by data from all 35 small, rural school districts in Florida.  Putnam County schools 
are a reflection of how much deeper the technology issues lie under the surface of mere 
bandwidth discussions. 

For example, not only does the district only have access to 12 Mbps, but also suffers from a 768 
Kbps connection from most schools to the Internet…frustrating the district’s desires to capitalize 
on digital learning opportunities.  

Two things are significant:

A. Based on data provided by Putnam County, 1960's infrastructure is the only option available 
to connect schools to the central office as evidenced by the fact that their connection to the 
Internet is 12 Mbps.  

B. The cost to upgrade and modernize the existing connection from each school to the central 
office is financially impractical.  

The estimated cost to run fiber in the State of Florida is $26,250 per mile based on recent bid 
awards. In Putnam County, there are 223.71 miles of fiber that would need to be run in order to 
deliver 100 Mbps to the schools now, with a plan to get to 1 Gbps to the school over 5 years.  
This line item alone represents a cost of $5,872,375.   While E-rate may pay for a portion of this 
cost, even at the current discount rate of 80%, the cost to the district would be $1,174,447 just for 
the fiber alone.  The "internal connections" to then route bandwidth throughout the school is 
another costly item.  This simple analysis gives a clear example of why Florida's rural schools 
need support to meet the goals of Digital Content, as stated by the Florida DOE. 

We invite you to review our Technology Transformation Plan for further details.  As you will 
see in the report, Florida’s rural school districts exist in a vacuum of technology infrastructure 
where private companies find no economic advantage to provide services.  Florida’s three 
educational consortia propose public/private partnerships to provide educational solutions and 
industry expertise to close the gap for small, rural schools in our state. 



HEARTLAND PAEC NEFEC 

The following graph illustrates the current state of broadband and bandwidth available in the 
Regional Consortia’s 35 small, rural school districts compared to benchmarks established by the 
Florida Department of Education. As indicated, a widening technology gap exists between 
professional and political expectations and current technological realities. 

Digital Disparities In 
Florida’s Small, Rural School Districts 

The only way the 35 rural districts in the educational consortia can meet the digital readiness 
standards is by building and managing their own hybrid, business partner supported networks 
with a supplemental appropriation to these districts. 



Heartland Educational Consortium North East Florida Educational Consortium Panhandle Area Educational Consortium

Rural School Technology        
Transformation Request               
A Survey of Essential Technology Needs of the 21st Century Small, Rural Classrooms 

                                           2014-2015



Rural School Technology Enhancement Request 1

Executive Summary

The accompanying documents clearly illustrate the difficulties Florida’s rural school districts are 
facing in meeting the technology needs of their students, teachers and parents. The Regional 
Consortia are proposing a five-year plan that will establish modern infrastructure that is scalable 
for future needs and minimizes reoccurring costs. Each Consortium will work with individual 
participating districts to assist in the design and implementation of an infrastructure plan that: 

1. Establishes district owned and maintained fiber connections between schools and the 
district office. Fiber is necessary to accommodate rapidly increasing bandwidth needs and 
it is also serviceable for 15-20 years. Of the few rural districts that are currently using 
fiber connections, most are leasing the fiber with high reoccurring costs (even with e-rate 
discounts applied). Many rural districts are still using copper connections which are 
incapable of accommodating even minimal bandwidth standards. 

2. Continues to upgrade internal school connections including modern cabling, switches, 
and wireless access points that will comply with new standards that will be effective in 
2015. 

3. Leverages public/private partnerships to establish affordable options for fiber 
connections. Rural districts suffer an extreme cost disadvantage due to geography and 
population. Each Consortium will work with their participating districts to identify public 
and private partners that will enable the schools to experience hi-speed connections at 
sustainable costs. 

4. Installs network management equipment and software so that bandwidth is utilized to its 
fullest potential. The vast majority of rural districts deploy a hub and spoke structure 
where internet access is shared by the schools from the district office connection. This 
structure is optimal for network security, staffing and various other reasons. The ability to 
manage network traffic is vital in a shared structure, especially when bandwidth is at 
substandard levels, as is the case in Florida’s rural districts. Opportunities for 
implementing Consortium-based cloud technology for digital content will be pursued in 
this realm as well. 

The attached chart proposes $15 million per year for five years to address the infrastructure 
needs of 40+ small Florida school districts. The plan would require each member school district 
to work with their respective Consortium to establish a 5-year infrastructure plan that targets the 
four areas noted above. Each plan would require scalability, elimination of reoccurring costs 
where prudent, and partnerships that generate savings and benefits. The Consortia commit to a 
standing statewide technology infrastructure committee to review plans and maximize the effect 
the proposed additional resource. Each district will have drastically different scenarios ranging 
from the distances of schools to central offices for fiber runs, to the age and quality of wiring in 
individual schools and buildings. Each district has complex issues that will require a detailed 
strategic long-term plan. Continuing to allocate technology funds on a state-wide FTE basis will 
leave rural districts further behind. This plan puts Florida’s small/rural districts on a sustainable 
path that prioritizes expenditures so that all schools meet the State’s technology goals in a timely 
and cost effective manner.  



Rural School Technology Enhancement Request 2

Rural School Technology Transformation 5-Year Implementation  

The implementation plan below is designed to allow each Regional Consortia to work with their 
participating small and rural districts and schools to target specific technology infrastructure needs. 
Utilizing the Consortia allows for the prioritizing of greatest need, volume purchasing, and 
improved standardization.  The Consortia will work with each individual district to develop a long-
term scalable model that reduces reoccurring telecommunication costs by installing district owned 
and maintained connections (fiber) and supporting network hardware.  This model will also continue 
the upgrade of each school's infrastructure, which includes cabling, switches, wireless access points, 
and other supporting hardware and software.  In addition, the Consortia will advocate on behalf of 
the districts for expanded E-rate funding/services.  



Rural School Technology Enhancement Request 3

Rural counties are disadvantaged due to “price concessions on quantity purchases” allowed per DMS state contracts.

Rural vs. Urban MSA (Metropolitan Statistical Area) in Millions per Month
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This chart shows the difficulty that small rural areas face when trying to generate technology enhancement dollars
using a 1/2 cent sales tax in comparison to an Urban MSA with similar FTE.  Adding all three consortia MSA’s together
would generate 4.19 million compared to 14.8 million for the Urban area.  **MSA data from State website  

12/2012 HEC-Port St. Lucie, NEFEC-Gainesville, PAEC-Panama City**
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October 15, 2013 
 
Findings for PAEC, NEFEC and Heartland Educational Consortium 
Rural Schools Technology Transformation Plan 
 
 
Overview:  
 
ConnectEducation, NEFEC, PAEC and Heartland Educational Consortium worked together as a 
team to develop the findings in this report. All School districts in the three Consortia were 
contacted and consulted about the data contained herein. 
 
Our question when we began was “Where do the districts, and the schools and associated 
campuses within them stand as it relates to the State’s objective for 100 Mbps per school during 
calendar year 2014?” 
 
Follow up questions resulted from this exercise. Some of them came from the districts, some 
from the Consortia, some from the DOE and some from senators and their staff. This is a 
summary of some of the questions that arose from our collaborative exercise: 
 

1. Why do the districts need 100 Mbps per school for bandwidth? 
2. What does 100 Mbps of bandwidth cost? 
3. How ready are the schools to handle that level of bandwidth with the current “internal” 

infrastructure that they already have? 
4. What did the districts do with the $6 million dollar appropriation given to them last year? 
5. Who is controlling the cost of bandwidth that is being quoted to the schools? 
6. How involved are vendors in influencing purchasing decisions at the district, the school 

and the state level? 
7. What is the most cost effective mechanism to get 100 Mbps to each school? 
8. Where did the 100 Mbps mark even originate from? 
9. Is 100 Mbps of bandwidth enough? 
10. What would be “enough” in five years? 

 
This report will attempt to answer many of these questions, but may leave gaps or lead to even 
more questions. However, throughout the exercise many answers were given, considered and 
even validated.  
 
Therefore, we respectfully submit this report as findings to solve to a number of these questions, 
the costs associated with the answers and to begin developing a methodology to go forward with 
a long range strategy to get schools the bandwidth and technology readiness required of them in 
what we all feel is the most cost effective manner. 
 
Everyone polled agreed that the schools need more bandwidth for testing and upcoming digital 
learning initiatives as already set forth by State mandates. In addition, there are possible 
upcoming Federal mandates that are being considered. 
 



 

Methodology: 
 
Our methodology to determine where each school stood in terms of their bandwidth TO THE 
INTERNET was as follows: 
 
Each district was polled about their internal connections between schools, and how and where 
these internal connections led out to the “public” Internet. We used the official E-Rate contracts 
to measure our findings. We did not use speed testing or any other metric but the established 
and published E-Rate contract to report back our findings. 
 
We used DMS contract rates for the cost of bandwidth AND we used the state’s official AT&T 
contract rates to establish the rates that the schools within the districts pay for bandwidth.  
 
We polled two outside Carriers within the State to get commercial rates for the same bandwidth 
to get our baseline commercial rates. 
 
We used resources from PAEC, NEFEC and Heartland to do all of the research for this project 
with the exception of polling the two outside carriers. ConnectEducation did the research for the 
commercially available rates established as the baseline for our discussion. 
 
We got the stated bandwidth mark of 100 Mbps per school from Mr. Ron Nieto, Deputy 
Commissioner of Innovation for the Florida Department of Education in September, 2013. 
 
Findings: 
Heartland Educational Consortium members are at 13.8 Mbps per school 
NEFEC members are at 16.5 Mbps per school 
PAEC members are at 20.6 Mbps per school 
Combined, the three Consortia are at 17 Mbps per school 
 

 
This represents a combined DEFICIT of 83% based on the DOE’s stated goal of 100 Mbps per 
school. 



 

These are averages for all schools within the Consortia. However, it is noteworthy to mention 
that these numbers DO NOT reflect the possibility that 17% of schools have 100 Mbps per 
school.  
 
Unfortunately, this average is across the board on all schools with the exception of four schools 
that do have at least 100 Mbps to the Internet out of the 289-school group. Indeed, this is a very 
critical part of our findings. 
 
What we also know is that many of the schools are potentially in areas of the state where only 
copper is available to give bandwidth to the building. This is evidenced by the number of 
connections at or below 50 Mbps to the Internet.  
 
The significance of this is that there may be a situation where the economics of the rural areas 
simply do not warrant the type of capital investment by the Carrier to put fiber into these areas. 
 
 
Why Fiber vs. Copper? 
 
Fiber infrastructure is the preferred method for delivering high speed broadband for many 
reasons.  
 
Copper infrastructure cannot deliver beyond 45 Mbps due to its very nature. That’s why in more 
urbanized markets and newly built markets, fiber is used. By definition, this tells us that many of 
the schools in the areas that we polled have very old physical infrastructure in place. 
 
Fiber is preferable because it lasts for a very long time (the Federal amortization rate for fiber 
loans per the USDA RUS is 17 years or more). It is also scalable. That is, as the bandwidth 
requirements in an area increase, more bandwidth can be shot through fiber (which is glass) than 
can be through copper without tearing up the infrastructure and replacing it. 
 
Wireless is also not a good option. While wireless is a cheap short term “fix”, wireless gear must 
be upgraded and replaced every 4 – 6 years per industry standard. Wireless technology simply 
moves too quickly to warrant not replacing it every 4 – 6 years. 
 
Fiber infrastructure must be maintained. However, if there is enough fiber put into place in the 
beginning, electronics changes at specific points in the network can be made when necessary 
without having to replace the fiber itself. This makes the economics of fiber very desirable and 
inexpensive to maintain, which is why it is the preferred industry standard. 
 
Therefore, we came to the conclusion that the schools should push for fiber to the building as 
their optimal solution. 
 
 
Why Not Carriers? 
 
It is unreasonable to expect a Carrier to shoulder the full expense of bringing fiber to any rural 
area, no matter what state you are in. This is specifically due to the cost to lay fiber, $26,250 or 
higher per mile depending on conditions, vs. the return on investment for the use of the fiber in 
the area. 



 

 
Carriers must responsibly use their investment funds for areas that bring them the best return on 
investment. Rural areas typically do not give the kinds of ROI that a Carrier needs to lay vast 
amounts of fiber. Typically, a Carrier looks for at least 25 “homes per mile” passed in order to 
even consider a fiber build. A rural area just cannot sustain the revenue to justify spending the 
money. It’s not economically feasible. 
 
 

Our Offered Solution, Hybrid Networks: 
 

A Hybrid Network is a term used in recent legislation surrounding the new Connect Health Care 
fund that was the former Rural Hospitals fund, managed by the Universal Services Fund. This is 
also the funding source for E-Rate. 
 

E-Rate rules are now under review and open comments suggest that the Hybrid Network 
approach may be the one that gets supported going forward. 
 

A Hybrid Network is one that is developed in public-private partnership by states, consortia or  
any other public entity in conjunction with a private entity (a Carrier) to get the fiber out to areas 
where there is no other economic means to do so. 
 

In essence it allows the public entity to lay the fiber and build the pieces of the network that are 
economically undesirable, and then to partner with existing network providers in areas where 
they already have network in place. This is not a new concept. Public-private partnerships have 
been instrumental in creating the mechanism to get infrastructure, services and other solutions to 
hard to reach populations through the U.S. for years. 
 

Public-private partnerships create incremental revenue opportunities for the private enterprises 
involved, while offsetting some of the costs by using public funding in order to meet the needs of 
the communities they serve. 
 

Our findings indicate that a Hybrid Network approach may be the best way to get Florida’s rural 
schools the bandwidth that they need while reducing the cost to the schools, reducing the cost to 
the state, and yet opening up these hard to reach markets to Internet providers, without having 
the provider shoulder the full burden of the costs to lay the network. 
 

There are a number of Carriers that have vast amounts of fiber that run through some of your 
rural areas within the Consortia. Our proposal is to work with them to identify where they have 
assets and to “back fill” using public dollars so that they can get to your schools. 
 
 

Additional Benefits in Cost Savings: 
 

There are additional benefits to approaching the needs identified in Florida’s rural schools using 
this method. 
 

According to your Department of Management Services, your schools may purchase bandwidth 
at $37.74 per Mbps. Your DMS AT&T contract quotes $50 per Mbps to your schools. 
 

If we take an average of $40 per Mbps as an assumed rate for service, each school would pay 
$4,000 per month for bandwidth for 100 Mbps, or $48,000 per year. 
 

For all three Consortia, if we used 289 schools and associated school related buildings as our 
baseline, your three Consortia would be paying $13,872,000 per year for 100 Mbps to each 
school. If, in three years, it’s determined that each school must have 300 Mbps due to increased 
use of technology for digital learning, dual enrollment, testing and related activities, the cost 
would rise to be $41,616,000 per year. 



 

 
Currently, there is a big push at the Federal level to get each school to 1 Gbps (1,000 Mbps) per 
school within a five-year period. If you were to pay the contracted rate, at today’s pricing AND 
you had the fiber in the ground to get to each school, the schools would be collectively paying 
$138,720,000 per year for bandwidth alone! 
 
Clearly this is an unsustainable model within your rural districts, based on tax base, population 
density and number of residents. 
 
We decided to ask two Carriers in the state what they charge a regular commercial customer for 
bandwidth. We got two answers that were congruent with one another. The answer is $12 per 
Mbps where they have fiber. The key phrase in this sentence is “where they have fiber”. 
 
If your rural schools were to have fiber to get to the “public” Internet and be allowed to put their 
contracts out to bid with multiple providers, they could get Internet bandwidth at $12 per Mbps. 
 
So, let’s do a quick cost analysis if you could access the “public” Internet for 289 schools in the 
three Consortia: 
 

 
Please remember that these savings are on RECURRING costs. The State of Florida 
simply will not be able to afford to pay for these types of recurring costs should the State 
have to increase the bandwidth to each school beyond a certain point. 
 
 
Our Proposal: 
 
Capitalize the cost. Provide the schools the money through which COLLECTIVELY they 
can build where they need to so that they can use their buying power through the 
Consortia to push down the cost of bandwidth by accessing the “public” Internet. 
 
The “Rural Schools Technology Transformation Plan”, was developed by the three 
Consortia, and represents much more than a fiber build. It is inclusive of switches, 
routers, recurring network management fees for the larger network, curricula, teacher 
training, “cloud” computing solutions, security and more. 
 
The cost per school would be an appropriation of $264,255 per school, according to their 
plan. At this point in time, districts that are not part of a Consortium may elect to 
participate in this program so that the solution can be scaled up to accommodate them.  
 
However, this funding must be held together and managed by the Consortia for the 
purposes of the greater network and not be given directly to each school or district. This 
project would entail long term planning for a long-term solution to a looming and large 
cost to the State. 



 

 
It would not be inclusive of the annual funding that the schools receive in order to operate 
on a daily basis. Again, it is an appropriation request for a long-term solution to a long 
term problem that would enable rural schools districts to catch up and close the gap. 
 
 
Why the three Consortia? 
 
There have been many private and public operators that have come into rural Florida and 
failed. Even recently, we saw well-intended initiatives, backed with local support, 
struggle and succumb to the overwhelming circumstances associated with this problem. 
 
Florida’s three Educational Consortia are in a unique position to tackle this effort and 
succeed. With over 50 years of reputation on the line, and 30 years of management under 
their belt with their successful Self-Insured Risk Management programs, the Consortia 
have a proven track record of working with their schools. 
 
There is no one vendor that can address this problem. And now it has become mission 
critical to the survival of Florida’s rural school systems to level the playing field and 
allow each child an equal opportunity to participate in today’s technology driven 
economy. 
 
The Consortia take this responsibility very seriously. 
 
Florida’s three Consortia would not be willing to undertake this proposition if they did 
not feel that a) they had to and, b) they are uniquely qualified to do so, and c) have the 
governing body to manage such a task. 
 
The three Consortia recently stood hand in hand and worked nights and weekends to 
develop the data that you have read in this report. They have stood hand in hand in 
socializing this project with their members and critical leaders at the regional and state 
level.  
 
They will stand united and work with all parties to create the processes, systems, policies 
and procedures to bring this project to fruition.  
 
ConnectEducation has been involved only to assist them in developing these concepts. 
This is a Consortia objective and not driven by vendor influences. 
 
At this point in time, there seems no better qualified candidate than the three Consortia to 
develop the long range plan, and execute it to the specifications stated in this report. 
 
Respectfully submitted, 
 
Liz Zucco 
Managing Partner 
ConnectEducation, LLC 
 










