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Washington Update8
   

Vol. 8, No. 4, April 30, 2003

 

New Insights on Reading First 

Gleaned from Reid Lyon, Director, 

National Institute on Child Health 

and Human Development and New 

Reading First Director Sandi 

Jacobs During SIIA Fly-In 
 

As the chief architect of the Reading First 

Initiative, Reid Lyon summarized research 

that his agency has been conducting over the 

last ten years, involving more than 42,000 

students, which identified the five 

“elements” necessary for the development of 

reading skills.  In what most other high-level 

administrative officials would have called 

for a “non-attributable, off-the-record” 

discussion, he also provided advice to 

software publishers and other attendees.  For 

example, he emphasized that the quality and 

nature of professional development must be 

aligned directly with the basal reading 

program and that, if teachers are adequately 

trained, there really isn’t a need for “scripted 

text” as trained teachers will know how to 

respond with specific interventions.  

Publishers must also review their research to 

determine which of their products or 

services work for what types of populations.  

In addition to the quality of the textbook and 

training, he emphasized the critical 

importance of programs being well-

implemented. 

 

Noting that his agency’s longitudinal study 

not only addressed the effectiveness of basal 

reading series, but also “intervention 

strategies” at various grade levels, he stated 

that technology-based solutions probably  

 

help “somewhat” in the early grades; 

however the most effective use of 

technology-based solutions is beyond the 

fourth or fifth grade, especially with teenage 

students who have not developed reading 

comprehension skills.  In this context, he 

also noted that “phonemic awareness” is 

probably emphasized too much in Reading 

First guidance and that the emphasis on 

“comprehension” and “fluency” is probably 

not great enough.  Citing research conducted 

by CAST, he indicated that technology-

based solutions should include multiple 

levels of support as immediate interventions 

such as help screens.  In an earlier session, 

CAST Co-Director Skip Stahl described the 

concept of “universal learning.”  (See 

related Washington Update item.)  In 

response to a question that implied USED 

policy gives undue advantage to basal text 

publishers at the expense of supplemental 

software publishers, he noted that both 

USED and his agency would be soliciting 

proposals with increased funding under the 

Small Business Innovation Research 

initiative (SBIR).  USED guidance and 

applications were released in the April 3 

Federal Register.   

 

Sandi Jacobs, recently-appointed national 

Reading First director and former director of 

the Comprehensive School Reform 

Demonstration Program within USED, 

attempted to separate the concept of 

“remediation” from “interventions” by 

implying that “interventions” are more of a 

short-term immediate nature based upon 

diagnoses of reading problems or 

weaknesses.  While 27 states have received 
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Reading First funding as of April 1, the 

remaining applications continue to be 

reviewed by expert panels which apply 25 

criteria to each application.  All of the 

criteria must be met.  She noted that some 

SEAs are mistakenly attempting to apply the 

criteria of scientifically-based research to 

the products they select and/or training 

approaches they fund under Reading First.  

She stated clearly that this is not necessary 

and that the five Reading First “essential 

components” that must be included are 

much more critical.  She emphasized that 

SEAs do not have to provide the names of 

the basal and/or supplemental products nor 

the assessment instruments in their 

applications.  However, they must assure 

USED that the appropriate criteria and 

components will be used.  She also noted 

that Reading First criteria and components 

do not necessarily apply to Title I, which 

was an important finding in the Center for 

Education Policy report on the 

implementation status of NCLB, as noted in 

our January Washington Update.  She did 

emphasize that “supplemental” and 

“intervention” materials must be 

scientifically-based and aligned with the 

core comprehensive reading program.  

Echoing the comments made earlier by Reid 

Lyon, she emphasized the importance of 

professional development closely aligned 

with basal reading series.  Ms. Jacobs’ 

experience with the Comprehensive School 

Reform Demonstration Act has at least one 

familiar vein in that the legislation creating 

CSRD actually included the names of 17 

publishers of “models” which had proven to 

be effective; after two years, the list of 17 

had expanded to well over 50, because of 

some of the same pressures that would have 

USED unofficial Reading First lists and 

state lists expand. 

 

Reid Lyon in his comments said he was 

really “pissed” that Congress did not take a 

stronger position about loopholes regarding 

the use of Federal NCLB funds.  Such funds 

are to be used to purchase only products that 

are based on a scientifically-based approach 

and that meet USED criteria.  Comments by 

both Lyon and Jacobs suggest that, of all the 

NCLB components, the Administration is 

less likely to make any significant changes 

in Reading First compared with, for 

example, Title I regulatory or advisory 

changes.   

 

 

Practicing Researcher Calls 

Medical/Pharmaceutical Model 

Unworkable in Conducting 

Scientifically-Based Research in 

Public Schools and Provides 

Practical Guidance for Education 

Publishers and Developers 
 

During the SIIA Fly In, Dr. Steven Ross, 

Research Director and holder of the Moss 

Chair of Excellence in Urban Education at 

the University of Memphis, bluntly stated 

that the USED’s position, advocated by 

Assistant Secretary Russ Whitehurst and the 

Secretary’s Special Assistant Beth Ann 

Bryant (who recently resigned), to conduct 

scientifically-based research in public 

schools following the 

medical/pharmaceutical model is 

“unworkable.”  In an earlier session, 

Assistant Secretary Whitehurst, who directs 

the new Institute for Education Sciences, 

once again called for the use of random 

assignment in an experimental-control 

design following models used by 

pharmaceutical companies.  During the 

break, a small group talked with Dr. Ross, 
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who conducted the seminal evaluations of 

Comprehensive School Model Programs 

used by the Memphis Public Schools during 

the late 1990s (including Success for All 

which was found to be ineffective).  Dr. 

Ross discussed the parallels between the 

pharmaceutical and education models as 

follows.  Education publishers would pay 

for and conduct clinical experimental 

control evaluations using random 

assignments as pharmaceutical firms now 

do.  He argued that even though Whitehurst 

and Reid Lyon called for research conducted 

by publishers, that the results would be more 

credible to public school officials if they 

were conducted by independent third parties.  

The next step in the model would be for 

publishers to pay the equivalent of the What 

Works Clearinghouse to expedite their 

reviews and (hopefully) acceptance of 

reports based upon their scientific research.  

(Over half of the Food and Drug 

Administration’s salaries are paid by fees 

contributed by pharmaceutical firms.)  Then 

education publishers would provide 

infomercials or advertising to promote their 

products based upon research funding 

approved by the FDA.  Currently, 

pharmaceutical companies pour significant 

dollars into advertising directed at 

consumers with specific ailments.  A recent 

report found that over half of the requests 

made by patients to use a particular drug are 

prescribed by the doctor.  This would be the 

equivalent of advertising directed toward 

parents, teachers, and even students.  During 

the last step, the pharmaceutical companies 

charge exorbitantly high fees for the 

prescription drugs, especially if there is no 

generic available.  Group health plans, 

Medicaid, or other governmental subsidies 

make up the difference between the co-pay 

and the actual price.  The problem in 

education, which is already budget-strapped, 

is that there is no equivalent of an education 

group insurance plan. 

 

So if the pharmaceutical model is 

unworkable, what are some practical 

considerations?  As one publisher noted, for 

a design to be truly scientifically-based, 

students who are randomly assigned to 

control groups for a period of 2-3 years 

would receive no instruction, or would 

receive instruction that does not address the 

content area for which comparisons are 

being made (e.g., reading).  This is not an 

acceptable option.  Another participant 

raised the issue of involving special 

education students who are required to 

follow their IEP; otherwise the district 

would be confronted with lawsuits from 

parents of special education students 

assigned to control groups.   

 

In his summation of advice to publishers and 

developers, Ross suggested the following.  

First, “play the game” as more practical and 

realistic approaches evolve, scientifically-

based research will have to be more flexible.  

In the meantime, “be what you can be” 

while building upon the strengths and intent 

of the product.  Second, move in the 

direction of gathering solid evidence that 

your product can be effective, not only in 

improving basic skills achievement scores, 

but also in other areas, such as student 

attitudes, behavior, and other measures.  In 

other words, stay true to your vision and 

document what you do best.  Third, use 

research to tell the story.  Fourth, invest 

some time with experts who can review 

what evidence you have already compiled 

and what types of further evidence you need 

to obtain through different types of research 

designs that are most appropriate for your 

product.  On one end, a firm with solid 

evidence could invest in a white paper for a 
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cost of around $10,000; while a firm with 

little evidence on products would be 

required to invest as much as $500,000 to 

conduct primary scientifically-based 

research.  And last, as part of the team with 

SIIA who developed the Guide for 

Education Publishers and Developers, he 

noted “read the guide.”   

 

 

New Report Concludes New York 

City After-School Programs Very 

Effective in Improving Student 

Math Achievement in Contrast to 

the Recent USED Evaluation 

Conducted by Mathematica, Which 

Was Used to Support the 40 

Percent Reduction in Federally-

Funded 21
st
 Century Community 

Learning Centers’ After-School 

Program 
 

An evaluation conducted by the nonpartisan 

Policy Studies Associates (PSA) found that 

98 The After-School Corporation (TASC) 

programs in New York City schools 

between 1998 and 2000 were effective in 

improving at-risk students’ math scores.  A 

recent report conducted by Mathematica for 

USED found that 21
st
 Century After-School 

programs operated during that same time 

frame did not result in increased math 

performance nor did they meet other goals 

of the Program; however, increasing student 

academic achievement in math and reading 

was not a goal under 21
st
 CCLC until 2000-

2001, when testing and reporting became a 

requirement.  (February Washington 

Update)  Specifically, PSA reported, 

“Students who were active participants in 

the TASC projects for more than a year 

showed significantly greater gains on 

citywide math tests than did similar 

nonparticipating classmates.  Students who 

participated in TASC after-school activities 

the most consistently and for the longest 

periods of time experienced the greatest 

math gains, when compared to similar 

nonparticipants.”  Moreover, according to 

PSA, “In general, the TASC participants 

who are at greatest academic risk made the 

largest math gains, when compared to other 

students….Math benefits were clearly 

evident for students who scored in the 

lowest of four proficiency levels in the year 

prior to TASC participation….Among the 

various subgroups examined, black students 

were especially likely to benefit from active 

participation in TASC projects, 

demonstrating gains in math over similar 

nonparticipants after one, two, and three 

years of active participation.  Hispanic 

students benefited in math after two years of 

participation.” 

 

The study concludes that other positive 

outcomes occurred, such as increased 

student participation in TASC projects and 

higher student attendance.  Regarding 

reading, the report states, “On the citywide 

tests of reading and English language arts, 

TASC participants generally performed 

about the same as nonparticipants.”  The 

longitudinal study received funding from the 

Charles Stewart Mott Foundation, the 

Carnegie Corporation of New York, and the 

W.T. Grant Foundation which are generally 

recognized as nonpartisan philanthropic 

groups.  

 

In the April 22 Washington Post issue, staff 

writer J. Matthews, addressed the politics of 

the Mathematica study findings.  According 

to the Matthews, Arnold Schwarzenegger, 

who helped persuade California voters to 
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approve a $550 million after-school 

initiative last year, stated “I don’t really 

know what their (Mathematica) study is 

based on….I have read about 20 different 

studies that indicate that kids that participate 

in after-school programs will improve their 

grades.”  While some academic scholars 

praise the design and quality of the 

Mathematica study, others such as Professor 

Willis Hawley, University of Maryland, and 

a nationally-recognized education policy 

analyst, argued that big studies often 

“average out” results in programs that work 

and those that don’t; he argued that reports 

should focus on programs that are doing the 

best job so their “lessons” can be spread.  

Judy Samuelson, Executive Director of the 

After School Alliance, felt that the study 

findings were designed to give the 

Administration an excuse to cut the 21
st
 

CCLC FY 2004 budget; she felt that it was 

premature to look only at the first year 

results of a Federally-funded program, 

especially when academic testing and 

reporting just began. 

 

The recently-created Institute for Education 

Sciences (which replaces USED/OERI), has 

jurisdiction over the Mathematica study and 

its release, which occurred the very day the 

President proposed his FY 2004 budget!  

While IES was designed by Congress to 

protect USED’s research and evaluation 

findings from political pressure, it would 

appear that the “thin insulation” from 

political influence under previous 

Administrations has not been replaced.  

Head Start will likely be the next 

programmatic area where partisan-based 

studies and statistics will once again be 

“fighting each other.”  For a copy of the 

study go to www.policystudies.com/studies/. 

 

 

New Report by Rand Corporation 

Mathematics Study Panel Likely to 

Add Momentum to the Secretary’s 

Mathematics and Science Initiative 
 

The first step in the Secretary of Education 

Rod Paige’s Mathematics and Science 

Initiative, the Mathematics Summit, is 

underway and will likely receive a major 

boost from a new Rand report which 

recommends a research agenda to improve 

math education.  One of the major activities 

of the Math and Science Initiative is 

“developing a major academic research base 

to improve our knowledge of what boosts 

student learning in mathematics and science 

in the classroom.”  Two other priorities 

include:  (a) conducting a broad-based 

public engagement campaign that draws 

attention to the need for better mathematics 

and science education in our nation’s 

schools; and (b) initiating a major campaign 

to recruit, prepare, train, and retain teachers 

with strong backgrounds in mathematics and 

science.   

 

The Math and Science initiative was 

addressed by USED presenters during the 

SIIA Fly In.  According to the press release 

and discussions with Pierce Hammond (who 

directs the Math and Science Initiative under 

Dr. Susan Sclafani’s office), this initiative 

will “identify workforce requirements and 

citizen needs related to mathematics and 

science, better understand student learning 

in mathematics and science, explain 

successful interventions, and develop and 

apply valid assessment tools to measure 

progress and need.”  The Rand Mathematics 

Panel recommends a research and 

development agenda that focuses on similar 

areas and is likely to be very influential with 

those participating in the Mathematics 

http://www.policystudies.com/studies/
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Summit, which will continue to develop 

position papers and foster discussion and 

proactive debate over the next two months.  

A plan is due June 30, 2003.   

 

Some of the recommended R&D foci 

identified by the Rand mathematics panel 

could lead to revolutionary practices.  As a 

result of NCLB requirements that all 

students in math classes be proficient by the 

year 2014, the report notes, “While there is 

considerable policy-level pressure to seek 

‘research-based’ alternatives to existing 

programs and practices, the education and 

research communities lack rigorous 

evidence about the degree to which 

alternative existing or proposed curriculum 

and instructional practices effectively 

support all students’ learning of 

mathematics.”  Cognizant of a much needed 

extensive professional development effort to 

improve the knowledge and skill of 

mathematics teachers, the report argues that 

“ ‘tools’ that support teachers in day-to-day 

work” need to be developed, including 

“…curriculum materials, technology, 

distance learning, and effective 

assessments.”  On several occasions the 

report emphasized the need to make 

knowledge created through research 

“usable” by teachers by embodying that 

knowledge in tools, materials, and program 

design.   

 

One of the three major R&D foci will be 

teaching and learning algebra in K-12.  

Among the reasons for focusing on algebra 

improvement, is that it plays a “gatekeeper” 

role in K-12 schooling as failing students -- 

particularly those who are disadvantaged -- 

do not have access to a full range of 

educational and career options.  Moreover, 

many states now require students to 

demonstrate substantial proficiency in 

algebra in order to graduate from high 

school.  As the report notes, “Little is known 

about what happens when algebra is viewed 

as a K-12 subject, what happens when it is 

integrated with other subjects, or what 

happens when it emphasizes a wider range 

of concepts and processes.  Research could 

inform perennial debates surrounding the 

algebra curriculum:  what to include, 

emphasize, reduce, or omit.” 

 

In building the infrastructure for a 

coordinated R&D program, the panel agreed 

that “one set of criteria deals with strategic 

framing, designing, and conduct of relevant 

projects.  A high-quality program of R&D 

should respond to pressing practical needs.  

It should build on existing research and be 

informed by relevant theory….  The 

program we propose and will support is 

most likely to gain the necessary political 

support if it begins with activities intended 

to reshape these debates into empirically-

based investigations of the issues that 

underlie important competing claims.”   

 

While the first Bush Administration was 

instrumental in getting governors to agree 

upon education goals and other initiatives, 

the only initiative that continues is what is 

now the New American Schools 

Corporation which receives large Federal 

subsidies to design model schools.  The 

initiative was proposed by the Rand 

Corporation, whose key staff served as de 

facto directors of the initiative during the 

early 1990s.  Much like the Reading First 

initiative was influenced by university 

groups such as the University of Texas at 

Houston and the University of Oregon, the 

Rand Panel is likely to become very 

influential in the evolution of the R&D 

component of the Mathematics Initiative, as 

will the University of Oregon.  The NICHD 
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office, directed by Reid Lyon, was 

extremely influential in influencing the 

required Reading First components of 

effective reading interventions.  It is already 

conducting experimental control research on 

mathematics interventions.  For more 

information about the Math and Science 

Initiative and the continuing developments 

to the ongoing mathematics summit, go to 

www.ed.gov/inits/mathscience and for the 

Rand report go to 

www.rand.org/publications/MR/MR1643. 

 

 

Rural Schools and NCLB:  

Problems As Well As Opportunities 
 

During the final three months of 

negotiations between the White House and 

key members of House and the Senate, the 

views of several stakeholder groups 

representing schools and students were not 

addressed carefully, which has resulted in 

unintended consequences during 

implementation.  As previously reported 

(see December 2002 TechMIS Special 

Report), assessments and subgroup reporting 

on special education and limited-English-

proficient students did not receive the depth 

of analysis which they deserved and 

problems with these issues have yet to be 

finally addressed in regulations.  Another 

area in which significant issues have 

recently emerged is rural schools (see 

Special Report).   

 

During the March legislative conference of 

the Council of Chief State School Officers, 

several state superintendents were vocal in 

calling NCLB “impractical” and 

“unworkable” for rural schools to implement 

in their states -- especially the “supplemental 

services,” and “choice,” and “highly-

qualified teacher and aide” requirements.  

These included Utah Chief Steven Laing and 

North Dakota Superintendent Wayne 

Sanstead; during my conversation with 

Sanstead, he noted that all but one of the 23 

schools “identified” for improvement in his 

state were on or adjacent to tribal 

reservations.  Most of these schools, he 

noted, were widely dispersed, had no high-

performing schools in close proximity, and 

had difficulty in encouraging outside tutors 

to provide such services.  The only option, 

he noted, was online instruction.  On the 

other hand, SEAs who wish to take a lead 

role in resolving problems are often spurned 

by vocal rural district superintendents 

because most SEA chiefs have sided with 

state legislatures who wish to close down 

some rural schools through 

“consolidations.” 

 

Under a new NCLB Rural Education 

Initiative (ESEA Title VI B), $306 million 

was authorized.  However, for FY 2002 only 

$162.5 million was appropriated and for FY 

2003 the amount increased only to $167.7.  

The Bush proposal for FY 2004 is $0.  

Supporters of the Rural Education Initiative 

in both the House and Senate have recently 

formed caucuses to address some of the 

program’s implementation problems as well 

as its proposed funding levels.  On the other 

hand, it is not clear how much pressure will 

be brought to bear upon the White House 

which has opposed the initiative because 

most of the rural education districts are in 

states or Congressional districts that are 

represented by Republicans.  Partially in 

recognition of some of the NCLB 

implementation problems of rural schools, 

Secretary Paige earlier this year created a 

task force to address some of these issues.   

 

http://www.ed.gov/inits/mathscience
http://www.rand.org/publications/MR/MR1643
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As the new Rural Education Initiative is in 

its first year, several opportunities are 

beginning to surface.  According to 

knowledgeable officials who lobbied for the 

Rural Education Initiative funding, most of 

the rural districts with fewer than 600 

students (slightly over 4,500 districts) 

received somewhere between $20,000 and 

$60,000 increases in Federal funding 

whereas last year Federal funding for each 

district was slightly under $20,000.  As 

previously reported, somewhere between 60 

and 80 percent of these districts will use 

some of the increases to purchase computers 

and related hardware, and up to 50 percent 

of other Titles (with the exception of Title I 

and 21
st
 Century Community Learning 

Center funds) have also been transferred into 

technology budgets.  Some of these districts 

have begun to purchase or license online or 

web-enhanced remedial assessments and 

training programs.  The same officials 

estimate online services to meet the 

supplemental services, choice, and high-

quality teacher mandates will expand 

dramatically next year.   

 

As confirmed during the March CCSSO 

meeting, districts in states such as Oklahoma 

-- which require all Native American 

students living on reservations to attend 

public schools -- also receive Federal 

“impact aid” funds.  Districts on 

reservations receive Bureau of Indian 

Affairs funding as well.  As noted in the 

September 2002 Washington Update, a 

number of rural schools, particularly in the 

Northwest, also receive Federal funds in lieu 

of timbering fees on logging in national 

forests in their counties; these funds have 

been used for developing Internet 

infrastructure and some online education 

services.  Some counties receive as much as 

$30 million of which 40-50 percent can be 

used on education projects.   

 

In such states as Montana, North Dakota, 

and South Dakota, most of the schools 

identified for improvement during this year 

have been on tribal reservations or in close 

proximity to them.  Unlike Title I, IDEA, 

and most other Titles under NCLB, Rural 

Education Initiative funds are not “advanced 

funded” and hence most of the funding for 

FY 2003 (school year 2003-2004) will be 

allocated this summer.   

 

As previously suggested, one way to reduce 

the cost of marketing and sales to rural 

districts is through area education agencies 

which sponsor annual conferences; contact 

the Association of Education Services 

Agencies (which is part of AASA), 703/875-

0717.  If you would like to discuss 

additional strategies, please contact Charles 

Blaschke. 

 

 

SchoolMatch Urges School Districts 

to Initiate or Expand Certain 

Technology Applications Which 

Could Create an Increased Demand 

for Such Applications 
 

SchoolMatch, which provides comparative 

information on public schools to a variety of 

clients ranging from parents to realtors, 

identified 14 policy initiatives which would 

improve public schools, including several 

uses of technology.  SchoolMatch ratings, 

designed to help parents who are relocating 

to select a school, could indirectly increase 

demand for technology applications.  

William Bainbridge, President of 

SchoolMatch, and two other associates who 

reviewed studies of education policies which 



  
TechMIS publication provided by       Page  

Education TURNKEY Electronic Distribution 
256 North Washington Street, Falls Church, VA 22046 

703/536-2310, fax 703/536-3225, cblaschke@edturnkey.com 
Education TURNKEY Electronic Distribution©, Vol. 8, No. 4, April 30, 2003 

9 

could improve urban schools, argued that all 

14 initiatives “are being implemented by 

educators in some schooling context; they 

do not constitute the ‘art of the impossible’.”   

 

One policy initiative calls for improved 

access to technology for students, as they 

argue, “On average, students with computers 

in their homes develop better math 

comprehension and reading skills than those 

without this resource.  School priorities need 

to include resource access programs such as 

loan computers and/or software --- 

sometimes called “education technology 

goes home…”  The lack of access to 

technology for many urban youth constitutes 

a genuine educational disadvantage.” 

 

Another policy initiative suggests the use of 

technology to improve communication 

between parents and teachers.  As the 

authors note, “Classrooms should be 

equipped with outbound telephone lines for 

teachers to contact parents during the school 

day.  Voice mail systems and school-related 

programming on cable television can be put 

to a much greater use in monitoring student 

progress.  Well-informed parents are in a 

better position to help students by assisting 

them with homework, advising them on 

course selection, and partnering with 

educators in helping set goals…In essence 

parents need access to knowledge about how 

to use technology and teachers need to know 

how to use information in ways that truly 

inform parents about student behavior and 

learning.” 

 

The authors also recommend that districts 

institute data-based decision-making, rather 

than relying on “fads or personal agendas.”  

As they note, “Performance measurements 

within such context then become more 

accurate.  Experience shows school systems 

that ‘mine’ data routinely have improved 

results (Cawelti and Protheroe, 2001).  More 

important, schools that know how to use 

data to inform instructional decisions truly 

create value-added opportunities for their 

students.”   

 

While technology is almost critical in terms 

of effective data-based decision-making, it 

can also facilitate other recommended policy 

initiatives --- expanding advanced placement 

programs and good instructional 

management systems, as well as IEP 

development and monitoring systems.  

Technology can also facilitate 

implementation of another recommended 

policy initiative --- increasing student time 

on task and lengthening the school year. 

 

Subscribers with technology-based products 

and services that could be used to facilitate 

one or more of SchoolMatch’s 

recommended policy initiatives, should 

convey “messages” to district and school 

staff which reflect the tenor of these 

recommendations; districts and schools with 

such technology applications could be 

attractive to parents or realtors who use 

SchoolMatch resource services.  For a copy 

of the SchoolMatch Viewpoints go to 

www.schoolmatch.com.  

 

 

 

USED TO RELEASE TITLE I 

FUNDING PRELIMINARY 

ESTIMATES SHORTLY.  

WINNERS WILL BE IN NEXT 

MAILING!! 
 

 

 

http://www.schoolmatch.com/
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General Services Administration 

(GSA) is Proposing to Allow Public 

Schools and Universities to 

Purchase Multimedia and Other 

Products Now on the GSA List for 

Federal Purchases, Which Would 

Provide Vendors a Leg Up on the 

Section 508 Accessibility Problem 
 

During the SIIA Fly In, special education 

advocates and software publishers attempted 

to thrash out issues regarding a quickened 

movement toward compliance related to 

Section 508 technology accessibility 

standards.  Several publishers argued that it 

would cost too much to make their product 

accessible to all individuals with disabilities 

and that, in some cases, firms incur large 

costs to provide accommodations such as 

Spanish versions, which are seldom 

purchased by states or districts.  While 

advocates indicated that progress is being 

made in terms of the number of states which 

have adopted Section 508 technology 

accessibility standards, publishers argued 

that states have unique twists which make it 

difficult to come up with a uniform product 

set that is equally applicable to all states.  

For example, Maryland told firms that 

multimedia products had to meet all twelve 

“technical” standards while California 

requires firms to develop software according 

to “principles of universal design.”   

 

Skip Stahl, Co-Director of the Universal 

Learning Center at CAST, differentiated a 

universal learning approach as it affects the 

learning environment, whereas assistive 

technology related to customizing access to 

fit the needs of a specific individual.  While 

not mentioned by any panelist or attendee, 

the General Services Administration has 

proposed to allow public schools and 

universities to purchase multimedia products 

on its Federal GSA lists.  All of the 

multimedia products on the list are required 

to meet Section 508 technology accessibility 

standards before any Federal agencies can 

purchase such products.  If this proposal 

comes to fruition, not only will schools have 

an opportunity to purchase off the deeply-

discounted GSA list, but, with few 

exceptions, they could be assured that such 

products are already Section 508 compliant.  

The products that are on the GSA list are 

computers, telephone, and radio equipment, 

firmware, software, supplies, support 

equipment and services under Schedule 70 

of the Federal Supply Classification Code 

for Information Technology.  The GSA 

proposal would, however, include a 

“voluntary use” clause that would enable 

suppliers to deny purchase orders from state 

and local entities on a case-by-case basis, 

according to eSchool News online April 8.   

 

As the eSchool News article notes, officials 

in some of the largest districts believe that 

large districts already receive deep discounts 

through volume purchases and, therefore, 

the GSA proposal would not have much of 

an impact on them.  On the other hand, 

smaller districts without much purchasing 

power could receive significant benefits or 

cost savings.  For reasons related solely to 

Section 508 compliance, vendors with 

products on the list should develop their 

positions on whether or not to participate 

and firms that have been approved on state 

lists should consider seriously whether to 

attempt to have their products placed on the 
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GSA list.  In this way their lack a uniformity 

from state to state could be overcome.  The 

GSA is currently soliciting comments on its 

proposal from interested parties, after which 

time a final ruling will be made.  For 

information about technology products and 

services on the GSA list Schedule 70, go to 

www.gsa.gov/Portal/content/offerings_conte

nt.jsp?contentOID=11694&contentype=100

4. 

 

 

E-Rate Update:  FCC Adopts New 

Rules To Prevent Fraud, Waste, 

and Abuse and Includes Wireless 

Connectivity and Voice Mail as 

Eligible Services 
 

During the last two months, the E-Rate has 

come under close scrutiny from a number of 

quarters, including Congressman Tauzin’s 

investigative hearing following a report 

from the Center for Public Integrity which 

claimed (without much factual justification) 

fraud and abuse is “rampant” in the E-Rate 

program.  As one of the major co-authors of 

the Telecommunications Act of 1996 stated 

in a personal discussion, “Implementing 

solutions to some of these problems and/or 

allegations is like walking on eggshells.”  

He noted the different vested interests and 

perceived nature of “problems” of different 

stakeholders ranging from service providers 

to applicants even to the SLD which 

administers the program.  A number of 

initiatives and rules were recently 

announced, as highlighted in a press release 

on April 23, indicating measures that were 

adopted by the FCC on that date, including: 

 

 “Persons convicted of criminal 

violations or held civilly liable 

for misconduct arising from 

participation in the program will 

be barred from participation for 

three years and, where 

circumstance warrants, for a 

longer time period.” 

 

 Under revised eligibility rules, 

voice mail “will be included as a 

service eligible for support 

thereby reducing administrative 

costs since the service will no 

longer have to be broken out 

from the bundled price of 

telecommunication services.” 

 

 Wireless services are eligible for 

support “in the same manner as 

wireline services, which will 

make the application process 

more predictable for applicants.” 

 

 To ease administrative burdens, a 

pilot program creating an online 

list of eligible equipment to wire 

schools will be initiated and 

applicants can elect to pay their 

service provider the full 

discounted cost of services 

received.   

 

The latter makes it clear that applicants, not 

service providers, can elect the amount of 

payment.  This should increase the amount 

of future E-Rate refunds through the BEAR 

process, which can be used to purchase 

software, training, and other noneligible 

services. 

 

The FCC also announced it would be 

seeking comments on a number of issues 

including the feasibility of an online 

computerized eligible services list for 

http://www.gsa.gov/Portal/content/offerings_content.jsp?contentOID=11694&contentype=1004
http://www.gsa.gov/Portal/content/offerings_content.jsp?contentOID=11694&contentype=1004
http://www.gsa.gov/Portal/content/offerings_content.jsp?contentOID=11694&contentype=1004
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telecommunication services and Internet 

access, and procedures for implementing the 

FCC’s decision to carry forward unused 

funds from the program to subsequent 

funding years.  The total amount of unused 

funds for the current year is approximately 

$400 million.  In the past, the FCC has 

allowed such unused funds to, in effect, be 

returned to the telecommunications carriers 

by reducing their subsequent fees paid into 

the Universal Services Fund.  In a separate 

statement, Commissioner Kathleen 

Abernathy noted, “The challenge is to 

remove unnecessary impediments to the 

flow of support, while continuing to ensure 

that adequate safeguards are in place to 

prevent waste, fraud, and abuse….  I have 

organized a public forum, to be held May 8, 

2003, to explore further means of improving 

our oversight of the E-Rate program.  In 

particular, we will focus on complementing 

existing efforts to combat waste, fraud, and 

abuse.”   

 

In a related initiative, the SLD has created a 

Task Force on Prevention of Waste, Fraud, 

and Abuse, which will make specific 

recommendations to combat potential waste, 

fraud, and abuse by both service providers 

and applicants.  Some of the education-

related members of the task force include 

Sara Fitzgerald, Funds for Learning; 

Maureen Foley, Center City Consortium 

(representing parochial schools); Wayne 

Hay, Westchester Library Systems; Vicki 

Hobbs, Rural School and Community Trust; 

Gary Rawson, Mississippi Department of 

Information, Technology Services; Tony 

Wening, Missouri Research & Education 

Network; Robert Westall, Philadelphia 

Public Schools; among others who are 

identified on the USAC Schools and 

Libraries website (sl.universalservice.org).   

 

During the service provider conference call 

on April 23, providers were told that wave 

27
h
 included $47 million.  There could 

possibly be two additional waves for the 

current year.  The first wave for the new 

year 2003 will be in May.  SLD officials 

noted that the aggregate demand for funding 

year 03 was $4.7 billion requested in 41,000 

applications received by February 6.  The 

application review process will now include 

major efforts to eliminate duplicate requests 

which is a new ruling announced by the 

FCC on April 23.  Also discussed was the 

impact of the new “Under Review” 

designation.  The bottom line is that the 

SLD can approve certain FRNs in a Form 

471 and notify applicants of approval while 

one or more other FRNs in the same 471 are 

still under review; hence, such “under 

review” FRNs will not “hold up” funding of 

approved FRNs.   

 

As noted in the last Washington Update, 

during an earlier service provider conference 

call, several service providers expressed 

interest in mounting a lobbying effort 

through a loosely-coupled coalition similar 

to EdLink, which is such a coalition of 

education groups.  If anyone is interested in 

being part of a coalition, an individual who 

co-authored the Telecommunications Act 

has expressed a desire for “ensuring this 

labor of love” remains intact.  Those 

interested contact Charles Blaschke directly. 

 

 

 


