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Modernizing the E-Rate Program for Schools and Libraries 
Education Networks of America, Inc. NPRM Comments 

The following NPRM comments are provided by Education Networks of America, Inc. (“ENA”).  ENA is a 
managed service provider delivering Internet Access, voice, video and managed Wi-Fi services to K-12 
schools and public libraries across the country.  ENA has been involved in the E-Rate program since its 
inception and we have multi-year experience in working with virtually every segment of the school and 
library communities including rural and urban, large and small, district-wide and statewide, supporting 
every possible demographic.  We are strong believers in the E-Rate program and strong believers in our 
local customers and their capabilities to implement the E-Rate program to reduce costs and increase 
service.  We are responding to the NPRM to provide our thoughts on how to reduce the complexity of 
the program while improving results. 

ENA proposes a series of recommendations, simplifications and basic measurements designed to meet 
the goals specified by the FCC in this NPRM.  We believe the recommendations that follow will have 
significant impact in meeting overall program goals. 

10 Key Recommendations to E-Rate Reform  
Recommendation 1 – Increase the Fund 

While proposals for streamlining program administration and maximizing cost-effective purchasing may 
serve to increase efficiency of the application of available funds, the amount of annual funding available 
must grow to achieve the objectives the ConnectED Initiative of connecting 99 percent of America’s 
students through high-speed broadband and high-speed wireless within five years.  Internet connectivity 
services have grown significantly over the last fifteen years (as much as eighty times the 1998 baseline 
by ENA’s estimate) while Priority 1 costs have only doubled. Given that the program has a goal to 
increase broadband by another one hundred times within the next five years to get to 1 Gbps per 
school, we should expect Priority 1 demand to at least double to meet that service level.   

Increasing the fund will: 
o ensure the feasibility of reaching the ConnectED Initiative broadband targets to enable digital 

learning 
o allow schools and libraries to keep up with the fast-paced transition to digital/IP-based services  

Recommendation 2 – Retain the Current Funds Distribution Approach  

We discourage the FCC from considering a funds distribution approach that involves a per-student or 
per-building allocation or cap on funds.  While this would provide a fixed budget for schools and 
libraries, it would promote inequity for small and rural schools that either do not have the student or 
patron population to offset the costs of service or service upgrades or typically pay more for services in 
outlying areas.  The goal is for all schools and libraries to achieve the ConnectED Initiative broadband 
goals. 
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Continuing the current funds distribution approach will: 
o ensure that all schools and libraries will have equity of access to the funding needed for high-

speed broadband access regardless of their size or rurality. 

Recommendation 3 – Support All Advanced Services  

Advanced services including broadband, traditional voice, VoIP, e-mail, cellular service, etc. are services 
actively used by schools and libraries today to support their mission critical work.  Each is essential in its 
own way and to focus on only one service (broadband) would be damaging.   

Supporting all advanced services will: 

o relieve schools and libraries of the burden of replacing funding for these essential services from 
their local budgets which are already strained. 

o allow schools and libraries to invest in increased broadband services with available local funds. 
o allow schools and libraries the ability to implement advanced telecommunication mission critical 

services which will increase productivity, resulting in cost-savings.  

Recommendation 4 – Revise the Priority System 

We recommend while funding is still under the level of requests, that the FCC revise the E-Rate priority 
system temporarily to three levels with a long-term expectation to consolidate into one level if 
adequate funds are available in the future.  We recommend the following revision to the Priority System 
- Priority 1a for Broadband Connectivity/Internet Access; Priority 1b for all other items previously in 
Priority 1 plus internal broadband such as Wi-Fi access points, related cabling and switches - delivered as 
either a purchased item or a managed service; and Priority 2 - all remaining Priority 2 items.  Priority 1a 
would also include one-time costs for broadband build-out consistent with current measures/controls. 

Revising the priority system will: 
o focus the fund on meeting the ConnectED Initiative goals. 
o allow schools and libraries to utilize new Wi-Fi technologies that are cost-effective and remove 

infrastructure limitations that can limit broadband access regardless of the Internet Access 
speeds, assuming additional funding is made available.   

Recommendation 5 – E-Rate Application, Approval, and Data Gathering Reforms 

Simplification of the E-Rate application and approval processes, namely information gathering via Form 
471 and statistical sampling during the approval process, can meet initial program measurement 
requirements and streamlining needs.  We assert that the E-Rate program should capture a simple 
measurement of broadband in existence using the Form 471 application process to get a baseline before 
implementing many of the concepts in this NPRM.  E-Rate application processing reforms can meet 
multiple measurement and streamlining needs.  (In our detailed comments, ENA enumerates specific 
changes to forms and processes which could enable significant simplification and improve data 
gathering.) 

Program goals include:  
o Broadband connectivity increases to 100 Mbps and higher 
o More widely available and affordable services 
o Detect inappropriate usage of funds 
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o Streamline and speed-up program processes to make sure all funds are deployed 
o Measurement of each of these goals 

ENA asserts that a revised 471 review process can address the majority of these goals using the 
following process: 

o Perform electronic testing on 471 applications based on the following criteria: 
 Cost per unit – for example cost per megabit per second for bandwidth – compared to a 

cost ceiling 
 Total applicant request compared to prior year approved requests – significant increases 

would need to be reviewed – 30% or higher increase perhaps 

o Identify outliers based on these cost and speed tests and require manual PIA review to 
determine reasons for high cost: 

 Many outliers will be resolved based on high cost areas but others will stand out 
 Allow SLD to select other outliers based on controls determined with FCC collaboration 

o Allow remaining applications not selected for manual testing to be subject to statistical sampling 
 Using well-established statistical sampling methodologies (which appear to already be 

employed for invoice payment), select a further statistically valid sample for manual PIA 
testing (likely to be about 10% of the pool to achieve a 99% confidence level) 

o Applications not selected for statistical sampling or outlier testing, will be approved without 
manual PIA review 

o In addition to these tests, the 471 process can also provide needed information on broadband 
speeds requested versus program goals and provide a list of applicants that the FCC may 
determine need assistance 

o If adopted, the value of the speed of processing and the cost testing information should 
override any risk that inappropriate applications will slip through the testing net. 

The recommended simplifications of the application and approval processes will: 
o allow more than 85% of applications to be approved via electronic testing. 
o speed approvals for this 85% of applications – resulting in most schools and libraries knowing 

well in advance of the new fiscal year the amount of discount available, allowing for planning 
and implementation of the new technology services prior to beginning of the next school year.   

o simultaneously capture all information needed to much more accurately determine progress 
against program goals. 

o provide data to identify outliers that require inspection or applicants that need help to find cost 
effective services. 

o reduce dramatically the number of process errors by applicants, therefore dramatically reducing 
the number of denials by USAC and resulting appeals to the FCC. 

Recommendation 6 – Maintain Competitive Bid Requirements 

ENA believes that competitive bid requirements of the program following local bid rules are the best 
way to get the most cost-effective service.  We caution the FCC that cost is not the only factor in 
determining the best provider.  Lowest cost and low quality does not meet educational, operational or 
FCC goals.  That is why we suggest the program continues to specify the most cost-effective solution 
versus solely the lowest cost one. 
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The FCC should minimize involvement and additional rules on the competitive bidding process including 
purchasing efforts and allow state and local laws and procurement processes to control unless obvious 
issues of high cost arise. 

The recommendation to minimize additional competitive bidding requirements of the program and to 
rely primarily on applicable state and local law for these requirements will: 

o ensure that applicants continue to choose the most cost-effective solutions to their educational 
technology needs. 

o avoid adding costly layers of bureaucracy to the procurement process, which could cause 
further delays in approvals of funding to applicants and consume a large portion of available 
USAC and FCC resources. 

Recommendation 7 – Eliminate 100% Denials and Institute a Fine System 

ENA believes that 100% funding denials or COMADs do not support program goals in many situations.  
Applicants and service providers should be able to expect E-Rate to be approved and paid timely, absent 
fraud or gross negligence.  In general, the FCC needs to minimize ways of punishing applicants and 
vendors for errors.  We suggest the following changes: 

o If the local or state contract is valid, E-Rate should pay for eligible services delivered 
o A fine system can be developed to penalize applicants and vendors for errors in the application 

process or violations which do not rise to the level of fraud or abuse. 
o An improper payment should be defined as  a payment made for service not delivered/used or 

for an ineligible service delivered if such was clearly known, or a very similar short list.  All other 
payments should be considered proper even if there were procedural errors in procurement or 
paperwork. 

The recommended change to policy to replace the current approach of denial of 100% of funding for 
administrative errors with a new policy of applying a set of pre-determined penalties or reductions in 
discount amounts in these situations should result in: 

o ensuring that applications that meet the spirit of the program but are defective in some minor 
way are still funded at 80-90% of the applied-for amounts 

o maintaining incentives for applicants to correctly follow the appropriate processes 
o virtual elimination of the need for appeals 

Implementation of the combination of both the recommended forms and process simplifications, and 
the change to a fines/penalties approach for application process errors should result in: 

o freeing up substantial resources at USAC to refocus efforts on understanding situations where 
applications indicate very high cost services or where services are still unavailable 

o freeing up resources at the FCC currently tied up in handling appeals to become available to 
assist applicants in identifying solutions where no cost-effective services are currently available 

Recommendation 8 – Exemptions from USF and Related FCC Fees 

Make services provided to schools and libraries exempt from USF and related FCC fees.  The current 
approach consumes E-Rate funding cap without providing service.  Applicant-selected service providers 
should be allowed to claim this exemption on any of the inputs they purchase that are used at least 80 
percent or greater for providing service to schools and libraries.  For example - providers purchasing lit 
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fiber service from a carrier and selling that as part of their service to a school or library should not be 
required to pay USF to the underlying carrier, ensuring that these costs are not passed on to the schools 
or library user. 

Removing USF fees from services provided to schools and libraries can: 
o ensure that available program funds are directed to meet objectives of the ConnectED Initiative. 
o ensure that funds are fully utilized for delivering educational technology to students.  

Recommendation 9 – Data Monitoring and Measuring via Form 471 

We encourage inclusion of bandwidth speed in Form 471 Block 2 (or Block 5 under the 471 NPRM) as a 
mandatory field.  The Form 471 is currently available to the public on the SLD website.  We would 
encourage adding this information and other similar key information to the SLD’s Data Retrieval Tool 
(“DRT”) which is used by many to review aggregated information by applicant or service provider.  The 
DRT is currently being used to support several popular third party web tools that report and allow 
searching of E-Rate information.  Providing the data in these manners should allow the FCC to consider 
the information publicly available.  We do not believe there is a need for a new database or publication 
of this information on data.gov. 

The recommendation to make the data, collected from a revised form 471, available publicly through 
the existing DRT application will: 

o make cost and service data available for all applicants to assist in determining relative cost-
effectiveness of available services, improving the competitive procurement process 

o avoid expensive duplication of effort in creating and making data publicly available to assist 
applicants   

Recommendation 10 – Enhancing FCC’s Role in Promoting Advanced Services 

E-Rate administration focus should change from “funding police” to advocate for advanced service 
goals.  FCC processes should enable getting funding out timely rather than punishing schools and 
libraries for missteps not rising to the level of fraud.  The FCC should work with schools and libraries for 
success and leave behind many of the current adversarial approaches to administration of the program.  

Changing the FCC focus from funding police to advocate for advanced services will: 
o allow the FCC to work to fill its mandate of broadband and other advanced services to schools.  
o assist schools and libraries in meeting the goals of the ConnectED Initiative 
o allow the FCC to focus on applicants who they may determine need assistance 


