
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
June 25, 2020 
 
Rosenworcel Urges E-Rate Support for Student Home Connections 
 
In the wake of educators scrambling this spring to figure out how to provide students Internet access 
and connected devices so they could continue learning after the coronavirus pandemic caused school 
closures, now is the time for the FCC, and possibly Congress, to take action to help ensure all students 
are connected when school resumes in the fall, FCC Commissioner Jessica Rosenworcel said today 
during an online event conducted by the New America Foundation’s Open Technology Institute. 
 
“When I look back on this year and the crisis we had with the ‘homework gap,’ the one thing that’s 
become clear to me is school may be out for the summer, but we need to use these summer months to 
make sure we are better prepared in the fall so that that homework gap doesn’t reemerge if we all go 
back to school online,” Commissioner Rosenworcel said. 
 
While the E-rate program has been used to fund connectivity for schools and libraries, the FCC, and if 
necessary Congress, should make changes to the rules so the program can be used to expand Internet 
access to students’ homes, she said.  
 
“I think it’s essential that we take this program, which has been around since 1996, and we make it meet 
this moment,” Ms. Rosenworcel said. “We have a national crisis. Let’s figure out how to use the tools 
that are already in the law to help get every single student connected. E-rate contemplates connectivity 
to the school building for educational purposes. But that classroom has migrated to people’s homes. It’s 
now online. If you can’t get online, the digital classroom, you’re locked out of it. And that means you 
can’t continue with your education.” 
 
Ms. Rosenworcel argued there is “more than enough flexibility” in the law authorizing the E-rate 
program to allow for funding to be targeted toward connectivity at students’ homes, she said.  
 
“We could use it right now, today, to make sure every school can do things like loan out Wi-Fi hotspots 
and help get students connected with routers,” she said, adding: “I have not yet convinced a majority of 
my peers, which leaves me alternatively depressed and totally charged to talk about this.” 
 
While it is “gratifying” pending coronavirus-related stimulus bills would provide funding for increasing 
home Internet access for students, the FCC should act now, Ms. Rosenworcel said. 
 
“I think the FCC has all the authority it needs right now across the board to be creative,” she said. “But if 
I can’t convince some of my colleagues, I hope we at least see some of this legislation passed into law 
sooner rather than later so we can get started and make sure schools over the course of the summer get 



all the information they need to make sure that when we get started again in the fall they’re ready to 
get every student connected.” 
 
Other measures, such as public libraries boosting their school Wi-Fi signals so they are available in 
parking lots, are not long-term solutions, Ms. Rosenworcel said. 
 
“That is not the digital equity we’re looking for in this world,” she said. “But I want to credit their 
creativity, because it is essential.” 
 
During the same session, Digital Promise President and Chief Executive Officer Karen Cator noted it has 
been a “difficult spring” for educators, students, and their families.  
 
“The best news is that teachers, by their very nature, are creative and resourceful and it’s the core 
attribute of a great teacher,” she said. “And teachers have done an amazing job this spring in many, 
many cases.” 
 
Among other things, they have managed to use video conferencing applications such as Zoom to 
facilitate learning and finding online resources “that can keep learning going as students are home,” Ms. 
Cator said. 
 
In addition, she said, “School and district leaders have sprung into action, responding to their 
community with whatever their community needed,” including not just online learning and distributing 
devices, but even continuing school lunch programs.  
 
Parents and families also deserve credit for overseeing students’ education at home, Ms. Cator said.  
 
“The bottom line is, there were many, many heroic efforts to keep learning going,” she said. “So, we 
have a lot to build on.” 
 
Those positives aside, Ms. Cator said, “The pandemic and the closures make glaringly obvious the 
inequities with regard to education in the United States.”  
 
The schools that “were in the best shape” to deal with closures were those that already had devices that 
were checked out to students, she said.  
 
Because “continuum of education requires technology,” she said, schools need to ensure that every 
student, not just every family, has an Internet-connected device and that every home where students 
live has Internet access. 
 
Schools also need the “people and support systems to continuously improve the engagement with 
schools,” Ms. Cator said.  
 
Like Ms. Rosenworcel, Ms. Cator pushed expanding the E-rate program as the best way to help students 
get connected to the Internet at home.  
 
“E-rate is there,” she said. “The structure is there. The paperwork is there. People know how to do it. It’s 
been around for 25 years. People know E-rate.” 
 



While school districts got creative by doing things such as parking school buses with Wi-Fi hotspots 
around their communities, “That’s not equity,” Ms. Cator said. “That is a lovely, innovative solution if 
there is absolutely nothing else. … We’ve got to figure out a way so we can get free and low-cost access 
into homes.” 
 
During a subsequent session at the event, panelists detailed what cities and school districts around the 
country have been doing to make it possible for students to learn at home during the pandemic. 
 
Council Bluff, Iowa, Chief Technology Officer David Fringer noted schools there were already providing 
students with devices, and the city has been trying to speed its effort to build out a community wide Wi-
Fi network.  
 
Vickie Robinson, director of Microsoft’s Airband Initiative, said the company has worked with numerous 
partners, including Internet service providers and public libraries, to make Internet service available 
through more than 300 Wi-Fi hotspots in 23 states.  
 
“While it’s certainly not a substitute for home broadband access, which is always a goal, it is important 
to be able to provide that [connectivity], which will not only serve this immediate need, but acts as a 
way to have a redundant network that could be activated in future times of need.” 
 
Randall Phelps, chief technology officer for East Side Union High School District in San Jose, Calif., said 
students have been helped during the pandemic by a bond initiative approved by voters that helped pay 
to launch a community Wi-Fi program for underserved areas. 
 
While dealing with the pandemic has been challenging, there will be solutions that will enable students 
to continue learning.  
 
“This is all possible,” he said. “It can all be done. It just takes a few people to put their heads together to 
figure it out, and the money to provide it.” 
 
In Baltimore, the city’s school district handed lent students all of the Chromebook computers available 
in its schools, and purchased an additional 18,000, Baltimore City Public Schools Chief Technology and 
Community Engagement Officer Tina Hike-Hubbard said.  
 
“We as a school system are working tirelessly to stand up Internet for our students,” she said. “But the 
reality is we really need a municipal Wi-Fi strategy for the City of Baltimore that will allow our families to 
stay on [the Internet].” 
 
Among other things, the city has worked with Comcast to increase the number of people accessing free 
trials of the company’s Internet service, and also deployed Wi-Fi hot spots around the city. 
 
With the district expecting a hybrid of at-home and in-class learning to start in the fall, there will be 
numerous challenges, she said, including being able to assure parents their children will be safe at 
school.  
 
“Historically a lot of black communities do not trust systems and governments because of historical 
equity issues and racism and that kind of thing,” she said. “So, we recognize that some of our families 
are not going to feel comfortable bringing their kids back to school. Even if we are in a hybrid model, we 



knew we had to stand up some kind of a virtual model, as well, so that [families] understand we respect 
the need for those families to feel safe with their children and comfortable with their schooling.” —Jeff 
Williams 
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