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Understanding
E-rate 2.0

In a series of moves that mark the
biggest changes to the E-rate 
program in its 17-year history, 
the Federal Communications

Commission has 
updated the nation’s 
school broadband 

program for the 
wireless era. 

Here’s what you need to know.

By Dennis Pierce
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Schools and libraries will have an

extra $1.5 billion per year to help them
deliver broadband access to students,
thanks to new action taken by the
Federal Communications Commission.

The agency’s Dec. 11 vote raises the
annual funding cap for the E-rate pro-
gram from $2.4 billion (adjusted for
inflation) to $3.9 billion. Combined
with earlier action taken in July, the
move further positions E-rate as a way
to close troubling broadband access
gaps in U.S. schools.

According to a recent Consortium for
School Networking survey, 57 percent of
K-12 chief technology officers believe
their networks aren’t robust enough to
support digital learning—and 40 percent
of classrooms don’t have Wi-Fi or other
broadband access.

To address this problem, the FCC has
undertaken the largest reforms to E-rate
in the program’s 17-year history. The
agency approved the first of these
sweeping changes on July 11.

Together, these actions transform the
program in ways that will have a signif-
icant impact on schools in 2015 and
beyond. 

The changes will result in more
funding for the equipment needed to
extend broadband access within schools
and libraries, including routers, switch-
es, wireless access points, wireless con-
trollers, and other Wi-Fi equipment.
What’s more, new rules aim to spread
this funding to a much larger number of
applicants, ensuring support for schools
that haven’t received E-rate discounts
on internal connections before.

However, the tradeoff for schools is
that E-rate support for voice-related
services is being phased out over the
next five years.

In this report, we’ll look at these
changes in more detail and explain what
they’ll mean for your schools.

More Wi-Fi support
Until now, Wi-Fi and other internal

broadband connections were considered
Priority 2 services and were funded only
after all requests for Priority 1 services
(telecommunications services and inter-
net access) were met. However, that left

most schools without any E-rate fund-
ing for internal connections.

The FCC’s Seventh Report and
Order, issued in July, changed the
description of these services from
Priority 2 to Category 2. To spread
Category 2 funding to the broadest
number of applicants possible, the FCC
has taken two key steps: (1) It has limit-
ed the maximum discount on these serv-
ices at 85 percent instead of 90 percent,
and (2) it has capped the amount of
funding that applicants can receive on
these services within a five-year period.

For schools, the cap amounts to $150
per student on the pre-discount cost of
Category 2 services over five years. 

For instance, a school with 1,000 stu-
dents that qualifies for a 60-percent dis-
count could buy up to $150,000 in Wi-
Fi equipment in the 2015 funding year,
receiving $90,000 in E-rate discounts to
offset the cost—but then it would be
ineligible for further Category 2 support
for the next four years.

To ensure that smaller schools can

buy the minimum amount of Wi-Fi gear
they need, the FCC created a “funding
floor” of $9,200 per building. (Again,
this refers to the pre-discount price of
equipment.) 

So, a 60-percent discount school
with only 50 students would not be lim-
ited to $7,500 in Category 2 services
over five years; instead, it could spend
up to $9,200 and receive up to $5,520 in
E-rate support during this period.

The FCC has put a lot of thought into
these figures, taking into account both
the fair-market cost of reasonably
equipping classrooms with Wi-Fi and
the number of K-12 classrooms nation-
wide—and the agency believes its cal-
culations will extend Category 2 fund-
ing to meet the needs of any school or
district.

Changes in eligibility of
equipment

The FCC’s Seventh Report and
Order transformed E-rate from a
telecommunications program into a
broadband program that focuses on the
delivery of high-speed internet service
to and within school buildings. 

To ensure enough money to meet the
demand for Wi-Fi and other internal
connections in the next five years, the
FCC has made significant changes to
the kinds of services that are eligible for
E-rate support.

For instance, the FCC intends to
phase out funding for all voice-related
services over the next five years. E-
mail, voice mail, and web hosting no
longer will be eligible for E-rate dis-
counts beginning in the 2015 funding
year.

Also ineligible now are all products
and services that fall under these cate-
gories: circuit cards and components;
interfaces, gateways, antennas, and
servers; storage devices; video compo-
nents; and data protection components,
other than firewalls, uninterruptable
power supplies, and battery backups.

Caching servers, which store infor-
mation locally so it can be accessed
more quickly, now will be E-rate-eligi-
ble. The FCC views these devices as
tools to help school systems optimize
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their network performance—resulting
in “more efficient use of E-rate fund-
ing,” the agency said.

Support for the basic maintenance of
internal connections is still available as
well, but only if the equipment is eligi-
ble under the new program rules—and
only if schools haven’t exceeded their
five-year limit on Category 2 funding.

Because of this five-year cap, K-12
technology leaders will have to think
strategically about their Wi-Fi needs—
and they should look at purchasing
equipment with a five-year life cycle in
mind.

In its Dec. 11 action, the FCC voted
to extend E-rate funding to dark fiber as
well. Dark fiber allows schools to lease
future capacity without actually trans-
mitting data until they need this capaci-
ty, the agency explained—and it “can be
an especially cost-effective option for
smaller, rural districts.”

Managed Wi-Fi
In its Seventh Report and Order, the

FCC referred to a new category of service
that is eligible for E-rate support: man-
aged Wi-Fi, or “managed internal broad-
band services” as the agency calls it.

Before, schools could apply for E-
rate discounts only on the purchase of
routers, switches, wireless access
points, and other internal connections,
or on the basic maintenance of this
equipment. Now, the FCC’s new rules
allow schools to enter into contracts that
call for Wi-Fi providers to install and
manage this equipment—and this full-
service approach to wireless service
would be E-rate eligible. 

This change “will allow schools, for
the first time, to leverage E-rate dis-
counts to outsource major aspects of
delivering on-campus broadband con-
nectivity,” said John Harrington, chief
executive officer of the E-rate consult-
ing firm Funds For Learning. “This is
analogous to a school cafeteria consid-
ering bids to manage their kitchen and
serve students meals.” 

These types of agreements “could
lead to improved network perform-
ance,” Harrington added. 

In explaining its decision, the FCC

said that managed Wi-Fi services “can
provide substantial benefits and cost
savings to many schools and libraries,
particularly small districts . . .  without
a dedicated technology director avail-
able to deploy and manage advanced
[networks] quickly and efficiently.”

Managed Wi-Fi will be eligible for
E-rate support as a Category 2 service,
and although schools can enter into
multiyear contracts for this type of serv-
ice, they would have to apply for E-rate
funding separately each year. “We will
not make multiyear commitments,” the
FCC said.

Using the agency’s newly created
funding cap of $150 per student on the

pre-discount cost of Category 2 services
over a five-year period, schools would
be eligible to apply for E-rate discounts
on managed Wi-Fi services costing up
to $30 per student, per year. “This is
consistent with the price of managed
Wi-Fi services in the market today,” the
FCC said.

Only time will tell if managed Wi-Fi
will have mass appeal among K-12
schools, Harrington said. But the fact
that it’s E-rate eligible could give rise to
a new market segment. 

“At a minimum, school technology
leaders have been given the freedom to
consider these arrangements without
sacrificing E-rate funding,” he noted.

3January/February 2015 • www.eSchoolNews.com

Special Report

Financial support from Meru Networks, Inc.
http://merunetworks.com/erate

The FCC has put a lot of thought into these 
figures, taking into account both the fair-market cost
of reasonably equipping classrooms with Wi-Fi and
the number of K-12 classrooms nationwide.



With Meru, districts can connect students, devices, and apps with an intelligent, agile, and open network to support 
interactive educational content, lively collaborative sessions, online assessments, and other essential learning tools. 

Learn about the latest updates to the E-Rate program and tap into Wi-Fi resources, including:

•	 Real-time	updates	to	E-Rate	program

•	 E-Rate	2.0	Survival	Guide	e-book

•	 E-Rate	2.0	and	Wi-Fi	on-demand	webinar	

•	 Person	County	Schools	video	case	study

•	 Miami-Dade	County	Public	Schools	video	case	study

•	 How	to	get	started	on	E-Rate

Get Started 

Education@merunetworks.com 
1.877.952.6725 
www.merunetworks.com/erate

Engaging the digital generation. Bringing math and science to life. Meeting online assessment requirements. 
Personalizing lessons to all learning styles and levels. Improving collaboration and critical thinking skills. 
Eliminating the digital divide. Preparing students for college and career. With the benefits clear and the 
demand strong from parents, K-12 school districts of all sizes across the U.S. are forging ahead with digital 
learning initiatives.

Intelligent Wi-Fi is  
the Foundation of  
Digital Learning 

cloud

Bringing 1:1 Learning to Kids in North Carolina 

A 1:1 learning program has improved access to learning 
opportunities	for	4,600	students	in	Person	County,	just	a	quick	drive	
north	from	Durham,	N.C.	But	after	the	initial	rollout,	the	popularity	
of	mobile	devices	quickly	outstripped	the	classroom	networks’	
ability to support rich media, collaborative learning and online 
assessments. 

“When	you	count	all	the	Lenovo	laptops,	iPads,	and	e-readers,	there	are	actually	
more	wireless	devices	than	students	in	the	district,”	says	Ashley	Cooper,	director	of	
technology,	testing	and	student	information	at	Person	County	School	District.	“Most	of	
the	devices	we	purchased	over	the	last	four	years	were	2.4	GHz.	That	became	a	major	
issue.”

Teachers	rushed	to	be	the	first	to	get	their	classes	connected	to	the	Wi-Fi,	and	as	
congestion grew throughout the day, teachers were forced to abandon their digital 
lesson	plans.	“We	had	a	predicament,”	says	Cooper.	“Connectivity	was	a	huge	issue	
and	we	had	to	fix	it.	We	had	to	look	for	a	solution	that	would	resolve	our	issues	now	
and	at	the	same	time,	set	us	up	for	the	next	five	years.”	

Funding	the	wireless	LAN	through	the	FCC	E-Rate	program	meant	that	price	was	the	
top	consideration,	but	Person	County	learned	that	buying	a	Wi-Fi	solution	to	meet	a	
budget	can	result	in	a	poor	user	experience.	For	its	upgrade	to	802.11ac,	the	district	
looked	for	the	most	affordable	and	best	wireless	LAN	solution,	and	then	funded	as	
much	as	possible	through	E-Rate	until	it	is	rolled	out	completely.	

With	an	802.11ac	Meru	Education	Grade	(MEG)	network,	learning	is	no	longer	
interrupted. “We do classroom assessments, district benchmark assessments, and all 
the	state	assessments	that	are	allowable	online,”	says	Cooper.

A Massive Commitment to 1:1 in Miami-Dade County 

More	than	340,000	students	attend	Miami-Dade	County	Schools,	
the	fourth	largest	district	in	the	U.S.	With	a	commitment	to	providing	
educational	excellence,	the	district	is	leveraging	digital	learning	to	
prepare its highly diverse student community for college, career and 
life	in	the	21st	century.	

“Our	1:1	initiative	is	really	what	we	call	a	‘digital	conversion.’	We’re	taking	instruction	
from	the	traditional	teacher	lecturing	the	class	to	a	personalized,	collaborative	and	
differentiated	learning	program,”	said	Debbie	Karcher,	CIO,	Miami-Dade	County	Public	
Schools.	

District	administrators	leveraged	E-Rate	funding	to	expand	the	1:1	program	across	even	
more	grade	levels.	Miami-Dade’s	MEG	network	now	supports	150,000	students,	and	
when	the	rollout	is	complete,	it	will	connect	all	students	and	teachers	in	392	schools.

Miami-Dade	also	uses	Meru	Connect	to	automate	network	access	for	district-owned	
and	guest	devices.	Offering	self-service	network	access	eliminates	IT	hassles	while	
upholding strong security based on established policies. 

Intelligent Wi-Fi for Uninterrupted Learning

Successful	learning	in	the	classroom	means	connecting	students,	devices	and	apps—
every	time,	without	fail.	Meru’s	intelligent	wireless	network	solution	provides	the	
fast, reliable connectivity that schools need to support learning today. And, like many 
school	districts,	Person	County	and	Miami-Dade	obtained	funding	from	the	E-Rate	
program	to	subsidize	their	wireless	LAN	purchases,	starting	with	the	schools	with	the	
greatest need. READ E-RATE SURVIVAL GUIDE EBOOK - www.merunetworks.com/
gated-pages/erate-wi-fi-survival-guide.html

The Meru Education-grade (MEG) solution solves schools’ 1:1 and BYOD challenges 
by supporting learning-essential applications. With MEG, schools can:

1.	 Onboard	1:1	and	BYOD	devices	quickly	and	
provide	secure	network	access	mapped	to	IT	
policies.

2.	 Connect	all	1:1	and	BYOD	devices	reliability	
anywhere on campus.

3. Learn by deploying validated learning 
applications	on	mobile	devices	over	the	MEG	
wireless.
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Ensure uninterrupted learning with an intelligent wireless  
LAN that makes it easy for students to connect. 

“We will be do-
ing more online 
testing and 
using digital 
textbooks, and 
with our Meru 
network, we 
are prepared.”

— Ashley Cooper 
Person County 
School District

READ THE CASE STUDY

www.merunetworks.com/
collateral/case-studies/
person-county-school-

district-improves-learning-
with-80211ac-wifi-cs.pdf 

“The Meru 
Wi-Fi network 
has worked 
extremely well 
to support our 
1:1 learning 
objectives and 
it continues to 
scale and meet 
our require-
ments. Meru is 
rock-solid.”

— Debbie Karcher, 
Miami-Dade County 

Public Schools

READ THE CASE STUDY

www.merunetworks.
com/collateral/case-

studies/2012-case-study-
miami-dade-county- 
public-schools-wi-fi-

network-1-to-1-learning-
initative.pdf

With Meru, districts can connect students, 
devices, and apps with an intelligent, agile, and 
open network to support interactive educational 
content, lively collaborative sessions, online 
assessments, and other essential learning tools. 

GET E-RATE ANSWERS 
www.merunetworks.com/erate
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Dialing up new voice options
Voice mail, paging services, and

directory assistance no longer qualify
for E-rate discounts beginning with the
2015 funding year. And if the FCC has
its way, the E-rate will phase out all

support for voice-related services with-
in the next five years, including plain
old telephone service, toll-free service,
and even voice over IP (VoIP).

This change could have a dramatic
effect on school district budgets—and it
likely will force school business and IT
leaders to reexamine their options for
voice-related services.

With the E-rate historically supply-
ing more than $800 million in discounts
on voice-related services each year,
schools stand to lose a significant
amount of funding for these services.

This phase-out will happen more
quickly for some schools than others.
Beginning with the 2015 funding year,

schools will see their discount percentage
on eligible voice services reduced by 20
percentage points each year, until they no
longer receive any voice-related support.

So, if your school district qualifies
for a 90-percent discount on telecom-
munications services, in 2015 you’d get
a 70-percent discount on your phone
bill. In 2016, you’d get a 50-percent dis-
count; in 2017, you’d get a 30-percent
discount; in 2018, you’d get a 10-per-
cent discount; and in 2019, you would
not receive any E-rate discounts on tele-
phone service.

But if your school district only quali-
fies for a 20-percent E-rate discount,
you’ll get no E-rate support for your
phone bill in 2015. Even the poorest
schools will only have four more years of
E-rate discounts on voice-related servic-
es—and most schools will have only one
or two more years of voice support.

This rule change is controversial,

and many school leaders had urged the
FCC not to adopt it.

In making this change, the agency
acknowledges that schools will have to
pay more for voice-related services, but
the savings they’ll realize on broadband
services will help offset this cost, offi-
cials say.

Although hosted VoIP service no
longer would be eligible for E-rate sup-
port under the new rules, Harrington
believes the rules might strengthen the
business case for VoIP, because without
E-rate support for phone service,
schools will need to explore more cost-
effective options for their voice servic-
es—and VoIP lets them leverage their
investments in their broadband net-
works in a very cost-effective way.

“If you can reduce your phone bill,
you’ll need to now more than ever,”
Harrington said. “This could help accel-
erate the adoption of VoIP.”
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Cutting costs, improving
efficiency

Other changes to the E-rate program
are designed to control costs and
improve efficiency. For instance:

• Starting this year, applicants will be
able to see how much other schools
are paying for similar kinds of servic-
es—and this greater transparency into
E-rate contracts could lead to better
pricing. The Universal Service
Administrative Co., the agency that
administers E-rate, will post informa-
tion about the services bought by
applicants, as well as these line-item
costs, on its website.

• To encourage better pricing through
master contracts, the FCC’s Wireline
Competition Bureau was given the
authority to designate “preferred mas-
ter contracts” for Category 2 equip-
ment. Applicants won’t have to file a
Form 470 to request services included
in these master contracts, although
they will have to consider these servic-
es in their evaluation of E-rate bids.

• To encourage bulk purchasing, the
FCC has changed its rules on consor-
tium applications. Starting in 2015,
the E-rate forms will distinguish
whether the leader of a consortium
has the authority to make final buy-
ing decisions for its member dis-
tricts—or whether it only has the
authority to seek competitive bids on
behalf of members. This change
opens up membership in a purchas-
ing consortium to schools that don’t
want to hand over full buying power
to another entity.

• To encourage more multiyear con-
tracts and to expedite the review of
these contracts, applicants will be
required to fill out a complete Form
471 only once for these services, in
the first year of the contract. After
that, applicants will be able to submit
a streamlined application for each
remaining year. The maximum length
of a multiyear contract is five years.

• Applicants no longer will have to
submit a technology plan to receive
funding for Category 2 services. But
just because you don’t have to file a

technology plan doesn’t mean you
shouldn’t have one, the FCC said.

• Some low-cost purchases have been
exempted from the FCC’s Form 470
posting and bidding requirements. If
you’re spending $3,600 or less per
building, per year, on the pre-dis-
counted cost of internet access with
at least 100 megabits per second of
downstream bandwidth and 10 Mbps
of upstream bandwidth, you won’t
have to file a Form 470 and compet-
itively bid this service.

• The FCC has relaxed its rules about
signing a contract for E-rate services
before filing a Form 471.
Acknowledging that it can be hard to
get all the required signatures before
the filing deadline, the agency has
amended its rules to state that you
need “a signed contract or other

legally binding agreement in place”
before filing a Form 471.

• Beginning in 2016, applicants will be

allowed to invoice USAC directly for
reimbursements on E-rate-eligible
services they pay for in full. Before,
USAC would release funding only to
service providers, which then would
pass on the funding to schools—but
this required a lot of coordination
between applicants and their service
providers.
In exchange for these and other

changes, the FCC has added more strin-
gent rules to guard against waste, fraud,
and abuse. For example, applicants
must keep all documentation for 10
years instead of five, and they have to
let USAC officials inspect any installa-
tions if requested.
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denniswpierce@gmail.com.
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To encourage more multiyear contracts and 
to expedite the review of these contracts, 
applicants will be required to fill out a complete
Form 471 only once for these services, in the
first year of the contract. After that, applicants
will be able to submit a streamlined application
for each remaining year. The maximum length 
of a multiyear contract is five years.
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Digital learning demands fast, reliable Wi-Fi, and the expansion of the FCC E-Rate 
program is an opportunity to make sure your wireless LAN solution is ready for 
interactive content and classrooms filled with tablets and laptops.

Will Your Wi-Fi  
Pass the Test? 

Gen Wi(Fi) won’t take slow  
for an answer 

cloud

Some solutions are more than  
just “equivalent.”  
 
A lot has changed since the last time you bought 
Wi-Fi for schools, so consider all bids. Don’t 
just settle for the lowest price. You need the 
lowest-priced and best solution to meet your 21st 
century learning needs. Contact a Meru representative today: 

Education@merunetworks.com 
1.877.952.6725

Get e-Rate anSweRS 
Visit www.merunetworks.com/erate




