Arizona Department of Education (ADE)

E-Rate Frequently Asked Questions

What in brief is the E-Rate?

Traditionally, Universal Service subsidies have been used to reduce rural telephone costs and provide discounted telephone rates to disadvantaged individuals.  With the Telecommunications Act of 1996, Congress greatly expanded this scope, providing for the extension of the Universal Service Fund (USF) for schools and libraries to promote the use of telecommunications calling the new discount program the Education Rate (E-Rate).  Recent Federal Communications Commission (FCC) rulings define the new USF program including its funding mechanism, qualifying institutions, applicable discounts, and the specifics of applying for and accessing these new subsidies.  

Interim authority for administering the fund nationally has been assigned to the National Exchange Carrier Association (NECA) which is in the process of establishing The Schools and Libraries Corporation (SLC or SchoolCorp for short) to directly oversee the program.  The Arizona Corporation Commission (ACC) has already approved the federal Universal Service Fund provisions and discount matrix allowing Arizona to move forward and take advantage of these benefits.  The state will also act to approve technology plans and vendor arrangements while local districts, schools and libraries will assess their current status, plan their own technology investments and manage the acquisition and integration of technology into their learning environment.  Since a fixed amount of money for discounts are available nationally each year on a first-come first-serve basis, Arizona schools and libraries must move quickly to assure a share of the funds.

How will it benefit my institution?

A $2.25 billion annual fund will provide eligible schools and libraries with discounts on telecommunications equipment and services of from 20 to 90 percent.  The discount level for each school and library will be based on their degree of economic disadvantage and whether they are in an urban or rural area.  Institutions need only pay their share of provider’s bid prices and the providers will be reimbursed for the balance directly from the Fund.  Local control is retained for the selection of appropriate technologies, the implementation strategy and timing as well as the allocation of budget and resources, to be augmented by substantial E-Rate subsidies.  Many institutions have already embarked on significant programs for technology integration and these subsidies will allow them to extend the scope of their programs and advance their timetables.  Others are earlier in the process, but by acting now, may avail themselves of significant aid in assessment, design, funding, and implementation to jump-start their programs.  Since other funding sources may begin to disappear, it is especially important to join in with this wide-ranging national program and maximize the benefits to your institution.

Is my institution eligible?

Very likely yes.  Both public and non-public schools are eligible for Universal Service discounts if they meet the statutory definition of an elementary or secondary school, do not operate as a for-profit business, and do not have an endowment exceeding $50 million.  This includes all public schools as well as most charter, private, vocational, and parochial schools.  However, it will not cover home school programs and higher educational institutions.

Libraries are eligible for Universal Service discounts as long as they don’t operate as a for-profit business and are eligible for assistance from a state library administrative agency under the Library Services and Technology Act (LSTA).  This includes all public libraries and public elementary or secondary school libraries, in fact any library within an eligible school.  Research libraries are also eligible if they are not an integral part of a higher education institution and provide publicly available library services and material suitable for scholarly research and not otherwise available to the public.  However, it will not cover academic libraries unless their budget is completely separate from any institution of higher education.

What discount rate can we expect?

The discount received by eligible institutions is determined by both the percentage of students eligible for (but not necessarily enrolled in) the National School Lunch Program (NSLP) and whether your school or library is in an urban or rural area.

School and Library Discount Matrix

Percentage of Students
  Estimated %


          Discounts for:

Eligible for the NSLP

of US Schools

Urban Areas


Rural Areas

< 1%



3

       20%


      25%

         1% - 19%

          31

       40%


      50%

        20% - 34%

          19

       50%


      60%

        35% - 49%

          15

       60%


      70%

        50% - 74%

          16

       80%


      80%

       75% - 100%

          16

       90%


      90%

Resources to help identify you institution’s discount rate are listed below.

Is my institution in a Rural or Urban area?

Rural areas are defined in accordance with the Department of Health and Human Services (DHHS) guidelines based on a Metropolitan Statistical Area (MSA) designation adjusted by the Federal Office of Rural Health Policy’s “Goldsmith modification” which designates rural areas within large metropolitan counties.

For Arizona, the following ten non-metropolitan counties are considered completely rural: Apache, Cochise, Gila, Graham, Greenlee, La Paz, Mohave, Navajo, Santa Cruz, and Yavapai.  Five large metropolitan counties have a mixture of urban and rural areas where the following census tracts are considered rural:


Coconino
16, 17, 18, 19, 20,21,22,23,24,25


Maricopa
101, 405.02, 507, 611, 822.02, 5228, 7233


Pima

44.05, 48, 49


Pinal

01, 02, 04, 05, 06, 07, 08, 09, 10, 11, 12


Yuma

105, 106, 107, 110, 112, 113, 115, 116

If you have any questions about census tract information, you may call the State Library’s Research Division at (800)255-5841 and ask for the Reference Desk.

What products or services can we purchase under the plan?

Discounts may be applied to all commercially available telecommunications and other covered services necessary to provide classroom access to technology.  They will also apply to internal connections, network hardware, inside wiring, access to the Internet, and the installation and maintenance of those services.  To provide schools and libraries with maximum flexibility to design and purchase different packages of services at a discount, no standard telecommunication packages or services are recommended or required.

Eligible Services:

· Basic telephone service

· Cellular and PCS wireless telephone service

· Leased data circuits

· 56Kbps Frame Relay, ISDN, xDSL, T-1, T-3

· Dial-up and cable modem Internet access

· E-Mail service

· Wireless data access services

· Satellite data delivery

· Videoconferencing

Eligible Internal Connections:

· Local Area Network (LAN) and telecommunications wiring

· Network Interface Cards (NICs), routers, switches, hubs, bridges

· Network servers and necessary support software

· Wireless Local Area Networks (LANs)

· Installation and basic maintenance

Note that discounts may not be applied to “content” bundled with Internet service packages unless such a bundled service would be the most cost-effective conduit to the Internet.

What products or services are ineligible under the plan?

Discounts can not be applied to cover electrical system upgrades, personal computer related equipment, most software, content, training, consulting or information services.

Ineligible Services:

· Content and curriculum

· Training and consulting

· Voice messaging

Ineligible Internal Connections and Equipment:

· Personal computers (new and upgrades)

· Modems and fax machines

· Software (except for network file server software)

· Cameras (for desktop units)

· Upgrades to existing electrical systems

· Asbestos removal

Do I need a Technology Plan and what must it include?

As part of the application process, the school or library must first conduct a technology inventory and assessment that will provide information on the applicant’s current capacity, then develop a technology plan covering both the near term and the future.  Since Arizona public school districts must develop and adopt technology plans to comply with the requirements for the Technology Literacy Challenge (TLC) Fund grants and the Goals 2000 funding, the Arizona Department of Education recommends combining the information required by the TLC with that required by the USF within one technology plan.  If your plans have already been submitted and approved for the TLC or Goals 2000 programs, they will be accepted without the need for further independent approval.  A technology plan should include:

· The availability of computer equipment and modems (existing and/or budgeted)

· Internal network connections and volunteer efforts like NetDay to install these connections

· The software necessary for computer communications

· The experience level and training programs for which funds are committed for the current and future academic years

· Computer maintenance contracts (existing and/or budgeted)

· The capacity of the school’s or library’s electrical system for simultaneous operation of computers without creating a fire hazard

· Specific plans for using technology and for integrating it into curriculum

School technology plans must be submitted to the Arizona Department of Education for approval.  Library technology plans must be submitted to the Arizona Department of Library, Archives and Public Records for approval.  Sample Technology Plans and Templates are available online at sources listed below and from the Arizona Department of Education.

How do I get funding and what is the application process?

Schools and libraries are required to participate in a competitive bidding process in order to apply for discounted services.  After approval of their Technology Plan, schools and libraries then submit an application, describing the telecommunication services they require, to The Schools and Libraries Corporation (SLC), the Universal Service Fund (USF) administrator, who will post it on a website dedicated exclusively to this purpose.  Applications should provide the following information:

· Applicant name

· Applicant status (individual or consortium)

· Address

· County

· Number of students (total)

· Number of students (eligible for the National School Lunch program)

· Number of buildings

· Contact person

· Telephone

· Fax

· E-mail address

· Description of requested services

Schools and libraries should submit descriptions of services that are detailed enough to allow providers to evaluate reasonably the requests and submit bids.  They may, however, submit formal and more detailed requests for proposals (RFPs), if that is required or is most consistent with their own state or local procurement requirements.  The submission of a description of services for posting on the administrator’s website is in no way intended as a substitute for state, local, or other procurement processes.

An organization can submit an unlimited number of requests per funding year, but remember that funds will be dispersed on a first-come first-served basis.  When they are all committed, no additional requests will be accepted.  Requests must be signed by an authorized person who will certify the following:

· The applicant is a school or library that is an eligible entity

· The telecommunications services requested will be used solely for educational purposes and not sold, resold or transferred in consideration for money or any other things of value

· If the telecommunications services are acquired as part of an aggregated purchase with other entities, the request must identify all partners, plus the services or portions of services being purchased by the applicants

· That the request is fully budgeted and funds fully committed during the current funding year to pay for the discounted services, as well as any necessary hardware, software, and training required to use and support the services effectively

· The applicant has complied with all applicable state and local procurement procedures

· The applicant has an approved technology plan which includes a technology assessment

· The applicant will maintain suitable records and cooperate with any future compliance audits

Schools and libraries must apply for discounts each year of the program and remember, requests will be granted on a first-come first-served basis until the year’s funding is exhausted.  So apply early and often to realize your best gains.  Sample(s) Applications and Templates are available online at sources listed below and from the Arizona Department of Education.

How are contracts with vendors and providers handled?

Once your application is approved and placed on the national website, the applicant is required to wait at least four weeks before a contract can be signed.  During this time vendors and providers offer bids for the requested services and equipment.  Their bids must not exceed the lowest price that they charge to similarly situated non-residential customers (“lowest corresponding price”) for similar services.  This price is often referred to as the “base price” or “pre-discount price.”  Providers may not be selected if their bids are higher than the “lowest corresponding price.”  In areas where there is no competition (i.e. - only one provider), this “lowest corresponding price” would be the “pre-discount price.”

Applicants are encourage to aggregate their demand with others to create a consortium with sufficient demand to attract competitors and negotiate lower rates.  Schools and libraries may join with other eligible schools and libraries, rural health care providers, public sector (government) entities and/or private sector entities.  Those entities not eligible for universal service discounts will benefit from lower “pre-discount prices” but will not be eligible for discounts by participating in consortia with those who are eligible.  Thus the consortia must keep careful records to insure that only eligible entities receive the discounts.

If a state, group of schools or libraries, or a school district applies for discounted services on behalf of its schools and libraries, the procurement officer must certify the percentage of students in each of its schools that is eligible for the National School Lunch Program (NSLP).  The school district or state may decide to compute the discounts on an individual school and library basis or to compute an average discount.  However, the district or state is encourage to ensure that each school receives the full benefit of the discount to which it is entitled.

After the waiting period, the applicant then selects vendors from the bids received.  When a provider is selected, the school or library submits the contract to the fund administrator along with an estimate of the funds needed to fulfill the contract for the current funding year and an estimate of the anticipated funding request for the following year.  The applicant or consortia may enter into multi-year contracts for supported services, but the discount funds will only be committed to cover the portion of a long-term contract that is scheduled to be delivered and installed during the funding year.  Schools and libraries must reapply for their discounts each year.

What are the important dates and timing considerations to know?

In general, schools and libraries will not be able to apply before July 1st for funding that will become available on the following January 1st to insure that the first-come first-served process proceeds smoothly from year to year.  For this first year of the program, however, administrative structures are still being put in place before applications can be accepted.  In addition, the design of the application is being finalized and will be available shortly.  Don’t wait though, get started and be ready to go.  After your application is submitted and accepted it will be posted to the fund administrator’s website and the four week waiting period will begin.

Existing contracts signed before November 8, 1996 can continue and benefit from the discounts during the time period following January 1, 1998 that a successful application is in place until the contract naturally expires.  Existing contracts signed after November 8, 1996 can continue, but must terminate December 31, 1998 if a school or library intends to take advantage of the discount program.  This is designed to prevent applicants from signing extended contracts to avoid the four week waiting period.  Since may contracts are typically signed for 3 to 5 years, there remains some as yet unresolved concerns over the term of contracts, their management and reimbursement terms.

Are these benefits assured and how long will they continue?

The collection and spending for the universal service discount program will depend upon demand within the established $2.25 billion annual cap.  Applications will be funded on a first-come first-served basis until only $250 million remains available at which time a priority system goes into effect.  Priority will then be given to the most disadvantaged schools and libraries that have not yet requested universal service funding.  They will be favored under an established rule plan though after an initial 30-day period, other applicants may be funded in the order that their request were received until the $250 million is exhausted or the funding year ends.

The new E-Rate program is in a startup phase and some difficulties and delays in establishing the administration mechanisms are to be expected.  Your state Department of Education and other concerned groups will help keep you apprised of developing and ongoing issues while providing assistance in applying for and best utilizing your discounts.  Threats to the continuation of this program may occur from Congressional intervention and budget exigencies as well as court challenges from telecommunication providers who may feel they are disadvantaged in the marketplace by the nature of the funding and procurement mechanisms.  However, for now the outlook is promising and the recognition of the role of telecommunications and advanced technology in education has been clearly acknowledged and supported.  Please join in to help bring these capabilities to your schools and libraries to advance the state of education here in Arizona and prepare our students for life in the Information Age which is upon us.

What help is there from national organizations and resources?

Federal Communications Commission (FCC)

Universal Service Homepage

http://www.fcc.gov/ccb/universal_service/welcome.html

Links to many documents relating to the May 8th Report and Order as well as the Joint Board & Recommended Decision. Includes FCC speeches, statements and some links to other sites.

Report & Order In the Matter of Federal-State Joint Board on Universal Service

FCC 97-157 (CC Docket No. 96-45) http://www.fcc.gov/ccb/universal_service/fcc97157/

Frequently Asked Questions on Universal Service & the Snowe-Rockefeller Amendment (7/2/97)

http://www.fcc.gov/Bureaus/Common_Carrier/Public_Notices/1997/da971374.html

LearnNet (FCC’s Informal Education Page) http://www.fcc.gov/learnnet/

National Exchange Carriers Association (NECA)

Schools, Libraries and Rural Health Care Providers Funds http://www.neca.org/funds.htm

The Schools and Libraries Corporation (SLC)

U.S. Department of Education (ED) http://www.ed.gov/

Technology Initiatives w. E-Rate Index http://www.ed.gov/Technology/

Report to the Federal Communications Commission (FCC) by The E-Rate 1 Implementation Working Group (7/31/97) http://www.ed.gov/Technology/eraterpt.html

Checklist for Approval of New Technology Plans http://www.ed.gov/Technology/apndxb.html

Recommended Application Forms http://www.ed.gov/Technology/apndxc.html

American Library Association (ALA) Office for Information Technology Policy

Universal Service Home Page http://www.ala.org/oitp/uniserv.html

Universal Service Resources http://www.ala.org/oitp/usr.html

The Benton Foundation's Universal Service and Universal Access Virtual Library

http://www.benton.org/Policy/Uniserv/

Universal Service/Network Democracy on-line seminar from Information Renaissance

http://info-ren.pitt.edu/universal-service/

EdLiNC's DiscountTown http://www.itc.org/edlinc/discounts/

US West Homeroom http://www.uswesthomeroom.com/

Access Colorado Library and Information Network (ACLIN)

Telecommunications Act of 1996 Discounts for Schools and Libraries

http://www.aclin.org/webtele/webtele.htm

Application Worksheet http://www.aclin.org/webtele/wsheet.htm

Technology Assessment Checklist http://www.aclin.org/webtele/tecchek.htm

Smart Valley Smart Schools - Technical Guidebook for Schools

http://www.svi.org/netday/info/guidebook/table.htm

PART II Creating school networks Chapter 4 - How to create a technology plan

http://www.svi.org/netday/info/guidebook/chapter4.htm

What help is there from Arizona organizations and resources? 

Arizona Department of Education (ADE) http://www.ade.state.az.us/

E-Rate Information http://www.ade.state.az.us/erate/index.html

Contact: Alex Belous, Manager Technology Services (602)542-5080, abelous@ade.state.az.us

Arizona Department of Library, Archives and Public Records (DLAPR) 

http://www.dlapr.lib.az.us/

Contact: Mary Johnson, Deputy Director (602)542-4035, mjohnso@dlapr.lib.az.us

Arizona Corporation Commission (ACC) http://www.cc.state.az.us

Contact: Jim Fisher, Senior Consultant, (602)542-0837, jfisher@cc.state.az.us

Arizona Learning Technology Partnership (ALTP)

http://www.altp.org/

Contact: Ted Kraver, ALTP Chairman, (602)944-8557, tkraver@primenet.com

Arizona Education Association (AEA) http://www.arizonaea.org//index.htm

Hot Topics In Education http://www.arizonaea.org//aeaweb/azhotiss.htm

Contact: Judith Sebastian, (602)xxx-xxxx, jsebastian@nea.org

Arizona Net Day http://www.ade.state.az.us/netday96/index.html

Arizona Tech Corps ???
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