IT’S ALL IN THE NAME:  
THE FCC PERSPECTIVE ON SPECTRUM, 
EDUCATION and the FUTURE

Good afternoon.  I’d like to thank Patrick Gossman and the National ITFS Association for inviting me to speak at NIA's 2005 Annual Conference and Meeting.  John Muleta, Chief of the FCC’s Wireless Telecommunications Bureau sends his regards and applauds you for recognizing the awesome potential of EBS.   John wishes he could be here with you, but is participating in NARUC meetings with state regulators back in Washington. 

 It is my distinct pleasure to be here in balmy Southern California.  With the reinvention of ITFS, it is a particularly critical and exciting time to discuss the Commission’s perspective on spectrum, education and the future.    What I’d like you to take away today is that it is really all in the name ( Educational Broadband Service.

( ( (
When Patrick told me that my remarks should be about 20 minutes, a story immediately came to mind.  Charles, the CEO of a large company was scheduled to speak at an important convention.  In preparation, he asked one of his employees to write him a punchy, 20-minute speech.  When the CEO returned from the big event, he was absolutely furious.

"What's the idea of writing me an hour-long speech?" he demanded to know. "Half the audience walked out before I finished."  The employee was baffled. "I wrote you a 20-minute speech," he replied. "I also gave you the two extra copies you asked for."  (pause)

No need to look at your watches . . . my extra copies are safely tucked away!

( ( (
At the outset, the number of people that have made the cross-country trip from Washington to this event demonstrates the Commission’s continuing commitment to education and to the future of EBS.  I would like to recognize John Schauble, Genevieve Ross, Nancy Zaczek, Betsy Miller, Diane Leer and Cecelia Sulhoff and to thank each of them for the energy that they have brought to the FCC’s wireless broadband efforts.


As you know, the Wireless Bureau is the principal manager of all licensed terrestrial radio spectrum in the United States.  One of the keys to the success of our Bureau is managing priorities despite an increasingly complex and challenging workload.  EBS is the result of two complimentary Bureau and Commission priorities:  Broadband and Education.  I want to spend a few minutes on each of these key goals.

Broadband, Broadband Everywhere

It is no secret that the Commission is committed to improving access to broadband connectivity and to facilitating the timely deployment of reliable and ubiquitous broadband services to all Americans.  And, I’m happy to report that our efforts are now bearing fruit.  Under the leadership of FCC Chairman Michael Powell, we have made significant progress in deploying broadband service to consumers.  The number of homes with broadband access has more than quadrupled to nearly 48 million.   Broadband is no longer limited to cable modem and ADSL technologies.  Other broadband platforms like fiber; broadband over power lines (BPL); satellite; and most important for today’s purposes, wireless terrestrial technologies, are beginning to take hold.

While the Commission does not pick winners and losers in the technology marketplace, it is undeniable that wireless technologies will play a key role in promoting the President’s goal of universal, affordable broadband access by 2007.  Wireless networks can overlay traditional copper and provide another broadband pipe to the home, delivering untold consumer benefits and providing needed discipline to the marketplace.  Wireless applications can also go off the beaten path and reach rural and remote areas of the country where it is infeasible to roll out new cable or fiber.  And, wireless broadband provides both portability and mobility to better serve consumers’ education, health, safety, communications, and entertainment needs.

That is why the Commission has doggedly and thoughtfully made facilitating the deployment of broadband wireless services a key priority.  Our guiding principles?  

(1) increasing the availability of spectrum that can be used in the provision of broadband services; 

(2) allowing maximum technical and regulatory flexibility for entities seeking to provide wireless broadband; and 

(3) facilitating the development of the wireless broadband infrastructure by providing more regulatory certainty and removing regulatory disincentives. 

Promoting Education, Creating EBS

But, promoting broadband is only one side of the EBS equation.  Last year, we put on our thinking caps and put our broadband principles to work in crafting a regulatory framework for the new EBS.  The problem boiled down to promoting full and effective use of the radio spectrum in the 2.5 band, resolving legacy problems with ITFS, and advancing the future of educational broadband.  All the while, we kept in mind the notoriously limited budgets of many educational institutions and the reality that their core missions fall outside telecommunications.

With help from many of you, other members of the Coalition and myriad commenters, the Commission embarked on a mission to revamp the regulatory regime, provide additional flexibility and establish a means for speedy transition to the new band plan.  Notably, we determined that the geographic area for BRS-EBS transitions should be Major Economic Areas.  We recognize that this proposal has drawn quite a bit of interest and, frankly, criticism and we plan to closely examine this issue as we craft our reconsideration order.

As you know, these recent actions to reinvent ITFS for the digital world were just the latest in a long line of Commission efforts to promote education.  It all began in 1963.   ITFS was designed to allow educational institutions to deliver live or pre-recorded video instruction to multiple sites within school districts and to higher education branch campuses.  This mission was to be achieved through one-way, analog, line-of-sight technology.   And, at the time, this was cutting edge technology and a cutting edge vision for leveraging technology to serve educational needs.  But, times change.  Paradigms shift.  

Think about it, there have been plenty of paradigm shifts since the 60s.  Peace symbols, mini skirts, and tie-dye, once the rage, are no longer dominant.  Let’s face it, the average teenager thinks of a redesigned car from Volkswagen when someone mentions beetles, not the English band that took America by storm.
More and more, technology continues to play a larger role in education.  The development of Local Area Networks, for example, permitted a widespread sharing of information and resources.  However, it can be a very expensive and often disruptive process to install cables.  The advent of wireless LANs helped bring infrastructure costs down and permitted better collaborative work among students and teachers.  We at the Commission believe that EBS will provide yet another milestone for educators.  EBS will be able to offer the connectivity of Ethernet and the portability of Wi-Fi but with the added benefit of an expansive metropolitan area footprint that operates in an interference-free licensed environment.  And with the advancement of non-line of sight technologies and 802.16, including the 802.16e standard that can support true mobility, it has become clear that there is a new dawn of possibilities for EBS.

Imagine five years down the road, the EBS revolution has begun and 15 million students have Wireless Broadband services available to them.  They no longer have to go to the library; they can bring the library and so much more to them whether they are in the dorm, in the park, or crashing at a friend’s apartment.  Distance learning is now easier and more dynamic. Canceled classes are no longer posted on a professor’s door, they are sent directly to the student’s device with the assignment for the next week (as well as additional reading materials).  If you need to know where your professor is, when the game will start, whether you passed a test, whether your loan check is in or what the menu is in the café you can do so from the comfort of WHEREVER.   The benefits, however, do not end with the students.  Intra and Inter campus sharing among faculty members becomes both seamless and instantaneous.  Research becomes nearly effortless.  I am not claiming that wireless broadband will make education.  Rather, it will make education better.

Imagine the possibilities when a pervasive, ubiquitous ability to communicate and access information is the norm.  This is not a tough sell for students.  After all, today’s students are growing up in a digital age and by nature they are mobile.  Whether at the university, high school, or grade school level, students generally are a moving target – the concept of 9-5 behind a desk is still a thing of the future.  So, to keep up with the mobility of the student, educators should begin to find ways to bundle even more into the EBS service.   Could a combination of EBS and VOIP be a winning strategy?  Perhaps Video on Demand?  What about including a return path for e-mail?  And when all the studying is done, gaming and other diversions could be done over the same network. 

So, the question remains, how does the EBS and BRS community get from here to there?  I want to offer a few suggestions.  

Paradigmatic Shift in Thinking 

First, shift the way we conceive of EBS and of putting EBS assets to their highest and best use.  The concept of “highest and best use” is second nature in most spectrum bands. But, we still have a way to go when it comes to applying this fundamental principle in the educational context.  For example, downstream analog video continues to be a popular educational service offering on the EBS channels.  While we recognize that such programming can be very rich, admittedly, such use is consistent with a 1963 vision of the world.  But does it keep pace with the developments over the last four decades?

From Analog to Digital

Second, embrace and promote digital technologies in the 2.5 band.  The digital revolution is not coming; it is already here. We know that many school continue to utilize analog video technology to pursue their missions.  However, in a converged digital world, video becomes an application.  In the new world of EBS, maintaining video operations is not difficult at all.  However, doing so through analog operations is simply scratching the surface of all the potential in the 2.5 band.  Analog systems represent yesteryear’s technology.  Digitizing systems and updating for the needs of today’s student not only is a wise move, but a decision that will benefit an institution’s educational mission for years to come.  We are hopeful that educators interested in continued video operations would see the value of “performance enhanced video.”  That’s right, video on steroids (and for the Yankee fans among us, video on steroids, with no fear of a Giambi scandal). 

Educational/Commercial Partnerships

Third, pursue educational/commercial partnerships.  We recognize that digital migration by educators will not be an overnight phenomenon.  Reaching the digital promised land will require both technical expertise and additional capital. That is why we adopted a band plan that includes a middle band segment which permits high power video operations. The Commission also recognizes the reality that many educators need a commercial partner to help them achieve their EBS goals. We very much support educational/commercial partnerships and believe that these relationships will take on new dimensions under our new rules.  Some, however, have argued that there is no longer a place for ITFS or EBS.  Others question the resolve of educators to make adequate use of the spectrum.  The Commission took to heart these concerns and noted in last year’s Report and Order, that “overall utilization of the EBS spectrum is not optimal at this time.”
Despite this finding, the Commission did not throw out the baby with the bath water.  As you know, EBS is the only spectrum specifically reserved for educators, a concept that has not outlived its usefulness even as paradigms continue to shift.  We recognize that EBS is uniquely positioned to achieve our goal of promoting education.  Moreover, the Commission did not want to penalize the ITFS licensees who make extensive use of this spectrum.  Instead, we wanted to provide educators with an opportunity to operate under the new rules and demonstrate how they could forward their educational missions in an environment that is free from instability, uncertainty, filing freezes and burdensome rules.
  Moreover, we wanted to ensure that commercial and educational entities could continue to partner and work in concert rather than working at cross-purposes.  

We have worked to foster an environment in which educators and commercial entities can join hands in partnership.  As in any relationship, it is important to pick your other half wisely, but we are confident that such decisions can be left to educators rather than the Commission.  Thus, the challenge is yours!  We believe that the decisions we have made with respect to EBS and BRS are on par with our landmark decisions concerning PCS.  Adopting the right policies for PCS has resulted in a 15-fold jump in subscribers in the past decade to over 150 million.  A similar framework is now in place for EBS and BRS and we hope and expect exponential growth of commercial and educational use in this band.

A Renewed Commitment to Taking Educated Risks

And most important . .  . What we need is a renewed commitment from educators to fully utilize this valuable resource.  To make the most of available partnership opportunities.  To perhaps even do the unexpected.  To take calculated and educated risks and be bold.

In the words of the late James Bryant Conant, Harvard President and famed educator: “Behold the turtle.  He makes progress only when he sticks his neck out.”  

Working together, we can continue to strengthen our broadband agenda while simultaneously enhancing educational opportunities.  Educators and their students can be where they should be, ahead of the broadband wireless curve.

The name EBS truly says it all.  We are looking for educational content, broadband connectivity, and a renewed commitment to innovative service.  Now is time for you to make it happen.  .

Thank you.
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