Excerpts from the e-Rate weekly newsletters regarding the Technology Plan Approver training
12/17/07

Lessons from the SLD’s Tech Plan Approvers Training: Part 1
The SLD held two training sessions last week for USAC-certified technology plan approvers.  While not designed for applicants, the material presented is nevertheless instructive for those concerned with technology planning and E-rate compliance.  Copies of the slides have been posted on the SLD Web site (see http://www.usac.org/_res/documents/sl/ppt/Approving-Technology-Plans.ppt).  The following points are of particular interest:

1. The SLD instructs approvers to verify the “entities covered by the tech plan.”  In response to questions, the SLD indicated that while it was not necessary for a district plan to list all or its schools and buildings — although we believe that is a good idea — this instruction was really directed to the review of higher-level plans covering a group of schools (e.g., in a diocese) or regional libraries.  Such plans should clearly indicate which entities are being covered and include specific information on each.

2. “The scope of the plan should match the scale of the technology.”  As a guideline, the SLD suggested that simple plans (e.g., covering phone services, single point Internet access, and few services) might normally be under 15 pages.  More complex plans (e.g., involving building-wide LANs and many services) might normally be over 30 pages.

3. E-rate rules do not require a separate tech plan if there are other federal (e.g., EETT), state, or local plan requirements.  “However, if there is only one tech plan covering all programs, the information required under E-rate must be included…”  In such a case, the SLD recommends including “…a cover sheet giving the page number(s) where each E-rate requirement is addressed.”

4. “FCC Rules do not set specific standards for determining what is a ‘good enough’ answer for each of the five required elements.”  But the SLD clearly would like to see plans that provide an “appropriate level of complexity” and completeness.  SLD suggestions on what should be addressed in each of the five required plan elements will be discussed further in our next few newsletters.

5. Several SLD slides (#35-37) deal with the need to revise plans.  Minor changes can be handled with a plan addendum as part of the evaluation process.  Major changes require a revised plan and a new approval.  Examples of major changes include:

· Budget increase/shortfall

· Introduction of new technology

· New construction

· Mergers and closures

6. Part of one slide (#4) attempts to clarify “basic telephone services” for which a tech plan is not required.  With the reclassification of Centrex as “basic” as of FY 2008, some confusion has arisen as to the status of similar services obtained through key systems and PBXs.  The SLD presentation indicates that key system lines are basic, but telephone service through a PBX is not.  This distinction is apparently based on the traditional definition of a key system, which provides access to multiple individual telephone lines, and a PBX, which provides access via shared central office trunk lines.  With today’s technology, this distinction is no longer clear.  We continue to recommend that tech plans be prepared and approved for any non-Centrex telephone services in which the user has to “dial 9” to get an outside line.  E-rate support for any telephone system equipment or maintenance is covered under Internal Connections and does require a tech plan.  A petition for clarification on PBX/key system services, filed by E-Rate Central, is currently pending before the FCC.
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Lessons from the SLD’s Tech Plan Approvers Training: Part 2
This is the second in a short series of articles on technology plans based on two training sessions conducted recently by the SLD for USAC-certified technology plan approvers.  Recently revised copies of the slides have been posted on the SLD Web site (see http://www.usac.org/_res/documents/sl/ppt/Approving-Technology-Plans.ppt?WT.mc_id=sl-newsbrief-20071221).
As indicated in our initial article in this series, these training sessions were supposedly designed only for plan approvers, not for applicants.  However, the SLD’s most recent News Brief (discussed below), highlights several new SLD interpretations of technology plan requirements.  These technology planning changes, which are reflected in the revised slides, directly affect applicants.
One aspect of the training included a review of the five components that are required for the E-rate approval of any technology plan.  To review, the five required components are:

· Goals and objectives

· Professional development

· Needs assessment

· Budget

· Evaluation process

Although the SLD notes that “FCC Rules do not set specific standards for determining what is a ‘good enough’ answer for each of the five required elements,”  it did provide a number of suggestions on what should be addressed in each area.  While these are good suggestions, not mandatory requirements, we warn that E-rate history often teaches us that what is first portrayed as something that “should” be done, becomes something that “must” have been done, during future audits and reviews.

Here are the key points made by the SLD regarding the first two required components:

1. Goals and Objectives

· The tech plan must establish clear goals and a realistic strategy for using telecommunications and information technology to improve education or library services

· Specific goals for using technology should identify:

· Improvement that should occur from the use of technology by students, teachers, parents, and/or library patrons

· Achievements and/or successes that can be obtained using technology

· Increased staff and student/library patron competency using technology

· Additional Internet and/or telecommunication options for classrooms or public areas of a library

· Accessibility to technology

· The realistic strategies should identify:

· How the school or library will develop and integrate the technology (e.g., how many computers will have Internet access)

· Standards required for implementation of the technology

· Technology needed in the future to maintain or enhance the current instructional or library environment

2. Professional Development
· The tech plan must have a professional development strategy to ensure that staff know how to use these new technologies to improve education or library services

· The plan should describe and list the professional development activities required of staff to train properly on the technology in the school or library

· Note: Training is more than just how to turn on the computer

· It should identify the person or group in charge of planning and coordinating staff training

· It should verify current levels of training

· Details of training should be provided and documented, including:

· Methods of training to be used (e.g., classroom, seminars, train-the-trainer, etc.)

· Description of how training supports the curriculum or library usage goals

· Documentation of training (e.g., sign-in sheets, computer lab logs, lists of in-service activities, etc.)

12/31/07

Lessons from the SLD’s Tech Plan Approvers Training: Part 3
This is the last in a three-part series of articles on technology plans based on two training sessions conducted recently by the SLD for USAC-certified technology plan approvers.  Recently revised copies of the slides have been posted on the SLD Web site (see http://www.usac.org/_res/documents/sl/ppt/Approving-Technology-Plans.ppt?WT.mc_id=sl-newsbrief-20071221).
Although these training sessions were supposedly designed only for plan approvers, not for applicants, the material presented included several new SLD interpretations of technology plan requirements that directly affect applicants (see Parts 1 and 2 of this series).
Another aspect of the training included a review of the five components that are required for the E-rate approval of any technology plan.  SLD suggestions for the first two components — (1) goals and objectives; and (2) professional development — were outlined in Part 2 of our series.  SLD suggestions for the remaining three components are discussed below:

3. Needs Assessment
· The technology plan must include an assessment of the telecommunication services, hardware, software, and/or other services that will be needed to improve education or library services 

· The assessment portion should include the status of the existing technology, such as:

· Telephone system

· Building Infrastructure (e.g., electrical capacity, cooling system)

· Computer hardware and software

· Internet access

· Staff training
· The needs portion should describe new technology needs, such as:

· Adding a firewall or replacing servers

· Adding upgrades to phone system

· Adding network switches

· Adding cable drops

· Installing a new network 

· Classroom/lab materials
· Maintenance of new and existing equipment should also be covered, including:
· How often will the technology be serviced? (e.g., daily, weekly, monthly, etc.)

· What are the characteristics and capabilities of the equipment? (e.g., age, model, year, memory, etc.)
4. Sufficient Budget
· The technology plan must show how the school or library will:

· Pay the non-discount share of the cost

· Acquire and support the necessary resources (computers, training, electricity, software, etc.) needed to make effective use of the discounted services

· The budget should include specifics about budgeted items and the sources of funding,  such as:

· Salaries (e.g., general school fund)

· Telephone service (e.g., E-rate funding and general school fund)

· Desktop software (e.g., state funds)

· Budgets can be projections, but:
· Budgets should be based on reasonable expectations of receiving funding and incurring expenses
· If a plan is to be approved for three years, the budget should cover all three years
5. Evaluation Process
· The technology plan must include an evaluation process that enables the school or library to monitor progress toward specified goals and make mid-course corrections in response to new developments and opportunities as they arise
· The evaluation process should describe:

· How frequently the tech plan will be evaluated

· The person(s) responsible for updating the plan

· How progress toward the goals and objectives will be measured or monitored

· If and how goals were met

· Any unexpected outcomes

· Any new needs that emerged

· Any goals that are no longer relevant

