
1

Before the 
FEDERAL COMMUNICATIONS COMMISSION  

Washington, DC 20554 

In the Matter of     ) 
Modernizing the E-rate Program   ) CC Docket No. 13-184  
For Schools and Libraries   ) 
      ) 

COMMENTS OF AT&T 

 AT&T provides the following comments in response to the Commission’s recent Public Notice in 

the above-captioned docket.1

I. The Commission Should Prioritize Funding for Broadband Deployment and 
Internal Connections that Support Broadband Connectivity.

AT&T agrees that the Commission should modernize the E-rate program to help ensure 

that our nation’s students and communities have ubiquitous access to high-speed broadband 

connections.  To that end, the Commission should prioritize funding for high speed broadband 

and the internal connections to schools and libraries that, to-date, have inadequate (or no) 

broadband connectivity or insufficient internal connections networks. AT&T agrees that the 

additional $2 billion proposed in the Public Notice should be used for these purposes and would 

be a catalyst to transition E-rate from a telecommunications and Internet program to a broadband 

program.  

As AT&T stated in its initial Comments, the Commission could prioritize funding for 

schools and libraries with inadequate broadband by creating a fund that operates outside of the 

existing discount hierarchy to provide such schools and libraries with an express lane to the 

1 Wireline Competition Bureau Seeks Focused Comment on E-rate Modernization, WC Docket 13-184, DA 14-308, 
released March 6, 2014 (“Public Notice”).
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funds necessary to acquire broadband services.2  By creating a separate fund for infrastructure 

deployment, the FCC could ensure that schools and libraries that currently are unserved or 

underserved by broadband have the necessary funding to acquire broadband services.   

Furthermore, as AT&T stated previously, whatever approach the Commission 

implements to prioritize broadband connectivity to schools and libraries, the program must be 

administered with technology neutral principles.3  The Public Notice seeks comment on the 

scope of services that should be funded to provide high speed broadband, both to and within 

schools and libraries, and goes so far as to request comment on what specific equipment is 

necessary to transmit broadband throughout buildings.  The Commission’s approach here is too 

narrow.  Because of significant geographical and topographical diversity among the nation’s 

schools and libraries, there is no one technological solution that will best meet the needs of all 

such institutions.  Consequently, fiber, wireless LTE, hybrid copper/fiber, and satellite, should all 

be among the available technology platforms that are permitted to compete for schools and 

libraries’ broadband connectivity requirements.     

Several commenters suggest that wireless data should not be eligible based on their 

perception of current costs.4  However, this is not a sufficient basis to bar a viable service from 

competing with other platforms to achieve the program’s broadband goals.  Indeed, LTE service 

may provide the lowest-cost broadband solution for high cost areas and provides the additional 

benefit of positioning E-rate applicants for mobile learning applications. (See Section V below).

2 See Comments of AT&T, filed in WC Docket No. 13-184 on September 16, 2013 at p. 4.  

3 Id. at p. 4-5.  

4 See E-rate Provider Services Comments filed in WC Docket 13-186 on September 16, 2013 at. p. 7; See generally,
Reply Comments Of The Fiber To The Home Council Americas, filed in WC Docket 13-186 on November 8, 2013.  
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Just as the Commission should allow market forces to dictate which technology 

represents the best solution for a given school or library, so, too, should it allow flexibility in the 

choice of equipment and software that can be used to deliver the broadband service throughout 

the campus or building(s). Here, again, the competitive bidding process will identify which 

equipment and software represent the best, most cost-effective solution for any particular school 

or library, and building flexibility into the process will enable schools and libraries to access the 

latest, most cutting edge technology solutions.  In contrast, any list of Commission-approved 

equipment will be obsolete before the ink is dry on the order approving that list.  To avoid this 

pitfall and to maximize the options available to schools and libraries, the Commission should 

establish standards that enable and facilitate the purchase of high-speed broadband both to and 

within schools and libraries, and allow the schools and libraries, using the applicable competitive 

bidding requirements, to select the most cost-effective solution from all of the available 

technologies and architectures. 

II. The Commission Should Include All Aspects of the E-rate Process In Its 
Streamlining Review.  

The Commission also seeks comment on how to minimize the administrative burdens and 

overhead associated with applying for and receiving funding.  AT&T agrees that there are 

opportunities to streamline the administration of the E-rate program, e.g., eliminating service 

providers from the BEAR disbursement process as proposed in the NPRM.  But the downstream 

processes that are essential for applicants receiving the benefit of the E-rate discount depend 

today on the availability of timely and accurate information.  As a result, it is essential that, as 

the FCC reviews proposals to streamline the application process, it  take into account the impact 

of those proposals on any downstream processes, and, in particular, on the information 

requirements for those processes.    
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The Commission must keep in mind that it takes far more than an Application and a 

Funding Commitment Decision Letter (FCDL) to make the E-rate program work.  Both the 

invoicing and USAC’s compliance processes are vital parts of the E-rate program, and the 

quality and efficiency of these processes are heavily dependent on the quality of information 

provided in the application process.  Even today, much of the detailed information needed from 

the application process is frequently omitted by the applicants.  For example the Service Provider 

Invoice (SPI) process, which includes not only invoicing USAC but also applying the E-rate 

discount on the service providers’ bills, requires information that is requested on Item 21 of the 

Form 471, yet, applications are accepted and funding is approved without this necessary 

information.  Other information, such as, billing account numbers, the Funding Request Numbers 

(FRNs) funded for each billing account number, and the discount percentages based on the 

eligibility of the services and/or locations, is likewise critical for the SPI process but is not even 

requested in the E-rate application process.5  Therefore, before discounts can be applied to bills, 

the service provider and applicants must undertake very time consuming and resource intensive 

verification processes, after the application is accepted and the FCDL is issued, to ensure that the 

service provider applies the correct discount and to ensure the discount is only applied to 

services included in the applicable FRN.6  While AT&T’s SPI process ensures that AT&T 

applies the discounts correctly, the process often takes two to three months to complete, which 

delays the implementation of the discounts and the submission of the corresponding invoices to 

USAC.   

5  Previous versions of the forms included information that helped facilitate these processes.  For example, a 
previous version of the Form 470 included an Item 7 that required the applicant to provide the term requirements for 
the services being requested by indicating month-to-month, tariff, or multi-year.   

6  See Attachment A – AT&T’s E-rate Welcome package.  AT&T requires applicants to complete these forms before 
AT&T implements the E-rate discount on its bills.  Once complete, these spreadsheets can include hundreds of rows 
of information.  
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Some of the same information that is required for the SPI process, such as billing account 

numbers by FRN and discount calculation validation, is needed by USAC to complete its 

Program Integrity Assurance reviews, Payment Quality Assurance reviews or Beneficiary audits.  

AT&T is unable to respond to these requests on a timely basis (or at all), when applicants fail to 

provide the information in the SPI process or when applicants utilize the BEAR invoicing 

process (in which case, the Service Provider has no insight into the services or discount 

calculations that applicants may have used in their BEAR invoices).  The requirement for these 

types of information must be addressed as the Commission considers any proposals to further 

streamline the program’s processes.  

III. The Commission Should Further Streamline The Funding Disbursement 
Process.  

All the detailed information described above, and the effort and expense it takes to 

collect, verify, and audit the accuracy of that information, would not be necessary if E-rate 

funding was provided directly to schools and libraries rather than being funneled through service 

providers.  The FCC has already proposed to send BEAR payments directly to applicants.7  It 

should take the next step and do the same with all E-rate funds and allow schools and libraries to 

use E-rate funds to pay their service providers directly.8

While putting a discount on a phone bill might have sounded simple and rationale in 

1996, it is not at all simple when large schools districts are purchasing complicated multi-

element services for numerous locations that generate bills hundreds of pages in length.  The 

current SPI discounting structure imposes real costs on USAC as well as service providers.  

7 See Modernizing the E-rate Program for Schools and Libraries, Notice of Proposed Rulemaking, WC Docket No. 
13-184 (rel. July 23, 2013) at ¶ 259. 

8 See Comments of AT&T at pp. 13-14. 
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Rather than hire more auditors to spend hours tracing the path of dollars and discounts from 

USAC to the applicant via the labyrinth of service provider bills and back again, the FCC could 

improve program compliance, significantly streamline the disbursement process and save money 

by taking service providers out of the middle of flow of E-rate funding. 9

IV. The Commission Should Phase Out Funding for Voice Services. 

As stated above, AT&T agrees that the Commission should refocus the E-rate program 

on supporting high speed broadband to and within schools and libraries, while eliminating 

support for services that do not advance the deployment of broadband, such as voice telephony 

services.  The Public Notice seeks comment on ways to reduce support for voice services but 

does not distinguish TDM-based (telephony) voice service from voice over Internet protocol 

(VoIP) service for this purpose; so it is not entirely clear what is intended.  AT&T suggests the 

Commission phase out support for telephony voice and VoIP services on different schedules.  

Specifically, AT&T suggests the Commission phase out telephony voice services on an 

accelerated schedule, e.g. three years or less, so that support for those services can be repurposed 

to supporting broadband.  On the other hand, the program could support VoIP services for a 

longer transition period, e.g. five years, as a way of increasing incentives for schools and 

libraries to substitute broadband technologies for legacy technologies.  Ultimately, AT&T agrees 

that voice services of all kinds should no longer be eligible for E-rate discounts.

AT&T does not have a preference for the methodology the Commission chooses to 

phase-out these services; however, if the Commission elects to gradually reduce the discount 

percentage for these services, it should consider how this change will impact service providers 

who have to accommodate the discount on their bills.  For example, portions of AT&T’s 

9 Other processes would also benefit from this streamlined approach.  For example, USAC’s Good Samaritan 
disbursement process could be completely eliminated if it were permitted to provide funds directly to the applicants.   
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discount processes are mechanized and these systems can only apply one discount percentage for 

each FRN.  Therefore, AT&T could accommodate a gradual reduction of the discount percentage 

for voice services on a mechanized basis but only if applicants obtain a unique FRN for any 

service that requires a different discount percentage.10

V. The Commission Should Fund Demonstration Projects If Applicants 
Demonstrate A Need. 

The Commission also seeks comment on whether it should provide funding for 

demonstration projects aimed at identifying and testing different approaches to meet broadband 

needs.11  AT&T generally supports demonstration projects or technology trials.  However, given 

the limited resources currently available to the program, the Commission should set aside only 

limited funding for these initiatives and should ensure that these projects are well-defined and are 

focused on delivering broadband to and/or within schools and libraries, or off-campus for 

educational purposes.  In addition, any projects must be limited in duration to ensure the results 

are shared on a timely basis so that others many benefit from the projects.   

VI. The E-rate Program Should Support Off-Campus Mobile Learning. 

Although the Public Notice did not seek comment on the eligibility of off-campus 

broadband access, AT&T urges the Commission to address the eligibility of off-campus mobile 

broadband connectivity as it transforms the eligible service list to refocus the program on 

broadband and optimize the educational benefit of broadband access.  Today’s educational 

systems increasingly require students to have access to information outside of the classroom to 

implement educational models such as blended learning, flipped learning and alternative school 

10 This example demonstrates how a seemingly easy adjustment to the program could add significant administrative 
costs to service providers.   The FCC could avoid these issues and reduce the compliance cost of the program by 
providing funding directly to schools and libraries, so they, in turn, can pay their service providers. (See supra 
Section III).   

11 Public Notice at ¶56. 
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formats.  Thus, learning can no longer be confined within the walls of a school at specified times 

in the day.  As a result, AT&T, as well as other providers, has developed methods to ensure 

school-owned mobile learning devices only have access to educationally appropriate content, a 

concern the FCC has raised in the past.  With this issue behind us, E-rate support for off-campus 

wireless broadband access could almost instantaneously lessen the “digital divide” between 

students that have broadband Internet access at home and those that do not.   

Indeed the evaluation results from the Make Learning Mobile projects indicate that 

student usage of mobile-broadband equipped tablets remarkably enhanced the learning 

experiences both on and off-campus.  For example, the Falconer Elementary School report 

indicates that students did more online research, played more educational games, [and] 

communicated more with classmates and their teacher . . . than they had first envisioned.”12  This 

evaluation also noted that “three-quarters of the device requests for access to learning or 

academic websites occurred between 3:00 pm and 9:00 pm.”13  Similarly, the Stone Middle 

School report indicates that homework completion rates increased, and students developed 

stronger research skills due to the accessibility of the tablets.14  Thus, there can be no question 

that off-campus mobile broadband access can serve an educational purpose that could 

dramatically improve educational outcomes. As a result, the Commission should permit E-rate 

funds to be used for off-campus mobile broadband connectivity.  

12 See Qualcomm Ex Parte, dated January 13, 2014 filed in GN Docket 09-51 and CC Docket No.02-6, Making 
Learning Mobile 1.0 – Falconer Elementary School Project Evaluation Results at p. 5. 

13 Id. at p. 7. 

14 Id. Making Learning Mobile 1.0 – Stone Middle School Project Evaluation Results at p. 7. 
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VII. CONCLUSION 

 As discussed above, the E-rate program’s focus should be on broadband connectivity, 

and the Commission should ensure that all services and/or technologies that are capable of 

providing broadband connectivity to, within, and off-campus are eligible for E-rate funding.

Respectfully submitted, 

/s/Terri L. Hoskins 
Terri L. Hoskins 
Christopher Heimann 
Gary L. Phillips 
Lori Fink 

AT&T Services, Inc. 
1120 20th Street, N.W. 
Suite 1000 
Washington, D.C. 20036 
(202)457-3047 – telephone 
(202)457-3073 – facsimile 

Its Attorneys 

April 7, 2014 
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