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On Friday, June 20, 2014, FCC Chairman Tom Wheeler proposed to his fellow Commissioners several major 
changes to the E-rate program, and scheduled a vote on them for July 11, 2014. Chairman Wheeler’s proposal 
was widely anticipated as an important milestone in the FCC’s efforts to revamp and reorient all of its universal 
service subsidy programs toward broadband services. This current proposal, however, differs from the earlier 
proposals put forth by the Chairman, which had placed emphasis on high-speed connectivity to school and 
library buildings. Chairman Wheeler’s current proposal would direct $2 billion in additional funding over the 
next two years to help fund wireless networks on school and library campuses that can support 1:1 digital 
learning models. The Chairman’s proposal does not include additional funding to support high speed broadband 
connections between school and library buildings and the Internet, and instead would prioritize those 
broadband connections over other funding requests within the existing $2.3 billion per year E-rate program 
funding level. 

As discussed in previous Connected Nation Policy Briefs, last year the FCC began the effort to modernize the E-
rate program that subsidizes telecommunications and Internet services for K-12 schools and public libraries. The 
FCC has recognized that its current E-rate program has not established specific and adequate connectivity and 
broadband capacity goals and priorities, and that the program does not track progress or facilitate cost-effective 
purchasing by schools and libraries.  

Education advocates have said that current digital education tools, including tablet devices, software, 
applications, and lesson plans, require far more bandwidth capacity on school and library campuses than the 
current E-rate program supports. In a June 20 blog post, Chairman Wheeler stated that the Commission’s review 
has uncovered a significant gap in Wi-Fi connectivity in school classrooms and library facilities, as the current E-
rate program prioritizes all forms of connectivity to school and library buildings before it offers support to any 
on-campus or in-building connectivity. Because the E-rate program is capped at $2.3 billion per year and is 
significantly oversubscribed, the program has not been able to invest any funds into on-campus wireless 
connectivity since 2012. Indeed, only 5% of schools and 1% of libraries have ever received any E-rate support for 
on-campus wireless networks. 

Chairman Wheeler’s E-rate Proposal 

The Chairman’s proposal would change these priorities dramatically. According to a Fact Sheet circulated by the 
FCC, the proposal would: 

 Commit at least $1 billion in E-rate support to on-campus Wi-Fi in in each of the 2015/2016 and 

2016/2017 funding years, which the FCC claims will connect 10 million students to better on-campus Wi-

Fi in 2015. FCC staff estimates that three in five schools in America do not have adequate Wi-Fi in 

classrooms. 

 The bucket of funds for on-campus Wi-Fi would be available to schools and libraries on a different 

discount and reimbursement basis than current E-rate funds, with a maximum discount level for schools 

serving low-income and rural communities of 80% (compared to 90% today). Discount rates for schools 

in wealthier and more urban communities could also be adjusted. 

http://www.connectednation.org/sites/default/files/bb_pp/e-rate_modernization_plan_final.pdf
http://www.connectednation.org/sites/default/files/bb_pp/e-rate_modernization_plan_final.pdf
http://www.connectednation.org/sites/default/files/bb_pp/e-rate_modernization_plan_final.pdf
http://www.fcc.gov/blog/access-underserved-keeping-times
https://apps.fcc.gov/edocs_public/attachmatch/DOC-327777A1.pdf
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 Provide “multi-year funding predictability” for schools and libraries to tap into 

these funds that would be dedicated to on-campus wireless connectivity. This is 

believed to be a per-student allocation for schools and a per-square foot 

allocation for libraries, subject to a minimum funding floor. 

 Commence a “multi-year transition of all program funding to broadband” by 

“gradually phasing down support for non-broadband services.” The FCC has previously estimated that 

the E-rate fund spends $600 million on legacy, dialtone services every year. 

 Speed review of consortium applications and allow for multi-year applications. 

 Allow E-rate applicants to purchase goods and services from federally-negotiated General Services 

Administration prices. 

 Increase transparency on how E-rate dollars are spent and prices charged for E-rate services. 

 Adopt broadband goals to be achieved by the program, while maintaining local flexibility and decision-

making. 

Reaction and Criticism 

Importantly, while Chairman Wheeler proposes an incremental $2 billion in funding available over the next two 
years, he has proposed that funding to be directed solely at on-campus Wi-Fi networks and has not proposed to 
increase the overall E-rate funding cap that funds other school and library connectivity and telecommunications 
services. As a result, a vociferous debate over the Chairman’s proposal has erupted.  

On June 19, the governors of Maryland, Mississippi, North Carolina, Oregon and Virginia signed a letter 
announcing their support for immediate action to deploy more funds to support on-campus Wi-Fi connections, 
noting that “time is of the essence when it comes to educating our students. . . Without action on new rules by 
this summer, we will miss out on the opportunity to impact investments in Wi-Fi for this coming funding year, 
and millions of our students will needlessly continue to be left behind.” 

The American Library Association noted that it was “encouraged” by the Chairman’s proposal, particularly its 
emphasis on simplifying the application process and for enhanced Wi-Fi connectivity at library facilities, where 
mobile device usage is “exploding” while “the vast number of schools and libraries have not received E-rate 
support” to improve those networks for years. The ALA did note that connecting library facilities to adequate 
broadband was still a priority, however, and that “Wi-Fi without adequate broadband . . . does not come close to 
adequately serving the education, employment, entrepreneurship, empowerment and civic engagement needs 
of our communities.” 

Earlier this month, a group of education and nonprofit groups including Connected Nation, the LEAD 
Commission, and the Minority Media and Telecommunications Council filed a consensus letter outlining a 
general framework for the FCC’s E-rate proceeding, which included placing the focus of the program on 
broadband, on-campus connectivity, and better data transparency. 

Many education advocates have criticized Chairman Wheeler’s proposal. For example, in a statement, the 
International Society for Technology in Education (ISTE) called the Chairman’s proposal “a step backward,” 
indicating that the proposal would put the E-rate program “on very shaky ground.” 

The Consortium for School Networking’s (COSN) statement, while supporting the portions of the Chairman’s 
proposal that would expand broadband to classrooms and enhance transparence, criticized the proposal for not 
increasing the cap, stating that, “[w]e need predictable, ongoing support, not simply one-time investments.” 

A group of education advocates, including the National Education Association, ISTE, the American Federation of 
Teachers, and the American Association of School Superintendents, also note their “serious concerns” about the 
proposal to fund Wi-Fi networks “absent a permanent increase in the [E-rate] funding cap.” They also noted 

http://governor.nc.gov/sites/default/files/Governors%20letter%20to%20FCC%20-%20E-Rate.pdf
http://www.districtdispatch.org/2014/06/ala-encouraged-fcc-chairmans-commitment-multi-stage-e-rate-reform/
http://leadcommission.org/sites/default/files/Final-Erate-Consensus-Letter.pdf
http://www.iste.org/about/media-relations/news-details/2014/06/20/media-statement-by-iste-ceo-brian-lewis-in-response-to-fcc-chairman-wheeler-s-action-on-e-rate
http://cosn.org/about/news/cosn-e-rate-modernization-requires-%E2%80%98long-term-sufficient%E2%80%99-funding
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concern about allocating funds for Wi-Fi networks on a per-pupil and per square-foot 
basis, saying that it assumed “one-size-fits-all” costs for all E-rate applicants that could 
“water down support for all areas.” 

 

Next steps 

The Chairman’s proposal now will be considered by the other four FCC Commissioners, who may offer their own 
proposals, edits or changes. The Chairman has scheduled a vote on this item for the next FCC Open Meeting on 
July 11, 2014. While this vote is likely to take place at that time, it is also possible that internal Commission 
deliberations will delay the vote to the August FCC Open Meeting or beyond. Such a delay would place in 
jeopardy the Chairman’s intent to implement those changes in time for the 2015/2016 school funding year. As a 
result, the next few weeks will be critical to establishing the parameters for the E-rate program for schools and 
libraries for the next several years. 

For more information about E-rate modernization, please contact Connected Nation at 
policy@connectednation.org.  
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