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EDUCATION COUNCIL 
Nebraska Information Technology Commission 

Wednesday, October 19, 2016, 9:00 A.M. CT 
Location: Varner Hall Lower Level Board Room, 3835 Holdrege Street, Lincoln, NE 

Open Meetings Act 
 
MEMBERS PRESENT:  
Mr. Mark Askren, University of Nebraska  
Mr. Derek Bierman, Northeast Community College 
Mr. Burke Brown, Palmyra School District  
Mr. Mike Carpenter, Doane University  
Mr. Matt Chrisman, Mitchell Public Schools  
Dr. Ted DeTurk, ESU 02 
Mr. John Dunning, Wayne State College  
Mr. Steve Hamersky, Omaha Gross Catholic High School  
Dr. Dan Hoesing, Schuyler Public Schools  
Mr. Steve Hotovy, Nebraska State College System 
Mr. Greg Maschman, Nebraska Wesleyan University  
Mr. Gary Needham, ESU 09  
Ms. Mary Niemiec, University of Nebraska  
Mr. Tom Peters, Central Community College  
Mr. Alan Moore, ESU 3 Board Member  
 
LIAISONS/ALTERNATES PRESENT:   Ms. Cassandra Joseph, Alt. for Mr. Matt Chrisman; Mr. Steven 
Stortz, Alt. for Mr. Steve Hamersky; Mr. Gary Targoff, NET; Ms. SuAnn Witt, NDE; and Dr. Kathleen 
Fimple, CCPE 
 
MEMBERS/LIAISONS ABSENT: Dr. Mike Lucas, York Public Schools; and Mr. Ed Toner, OCIO  
 
CALL TO ORDER, ELECTRONIC POSTING, LOCATION OF OPEN MEETING LAW DOCUMENTS, 
ROLL CALL, INTRODUCTIONS 
 
Co-Chair, Mary Niemiec, called the meeting to order at 9:02 am CT. Roll call was taken and found 13 
voting members present. A quorum was reached in order to conduct official business. The meeting notice 
was posted to the Nebraska Public Meeting Calendar  October 13, 2016. The agenda was posted to the 
NITC Web site October 13, 2016.  The Open Meeting Law document was located on the south wall of the 
Board Room.  
 
CONSIDER APPROVAL OF THE AGENDA FOR THE OCTOBER 19, 2016 MEETING* 
 
Mr. Carpenter moved to approve the October 19, 2016 meeting agenda.  Mr. Brown seconded.  All 
were in favor 13-0-0.   Motion carried. 
 
CONSIDER APPROVAL OF THE MINUTES FROM THE 8/31/2016 MEETING* 
 
Mr. Hamersky moved to approve the August 31, 2016 minutes with the stated correction. Mr. 
Moore seconded.  All were in favor 13-0-0. Motion carried. 
 
PROJECT PROPOSALS - 2017-2019 BIENNIAL BUDGET - RECOMMENDATIONS TO THE NITC* 
 
Mr. Rolfes reviewed the IT project proposal review process with the Council.   Dr. Dean Folkers, 
Nebraska Department of Education (NDE), joined the meeting via videoconference to provide information 
and answer questions about the projects.   SuAnn Witt and Atwell Mukusha from NDE were also present.  
Mr. Rolfes encouraged the Council members to provide input and construct comments to the NITC as 
part of their recommendations.  These comments are reviewed and appreciated by the NITC and the 
Legislature.   

http://nitc.nebraska.gov/documents/statutes/NebraskaOpenMeetingsAct_current.pdf
https://www.nebraska.gov/calendar/index.cgi
http://www.nitc.ne.gov/
http://nitc.nebraska.gov/education_council/meetings/minutes/08-31-2016.pdf
http://nitc.nebraska.gov/education_council/meetings/documents/2016.10.19/ITproject_IntroSheet.pdf


13-01 Shared Systems and Supports Project Text and 13-01 Shared Systems and Supports 
Technical Review 
 
Dr. Folkers stated that the project’s goals are to support learning in Nebraska, save resources, and to 
have uniformity in use of student data. 
 
Council members expressed concern about those school districts that have already made investments to 
improve their instructional environments.  The question was raised as to whether there will be a 
requirement or incentive to switch to whatever NDE proposes. Dr. Folkers replied that there is no 
mandate intended for local school districts to use the system.  NDE is proposing shared services and to 
use the collaborative purchasing of the ESUCC marketplace to provide a low-cost system so that districts 
can decide which is most effective for them.  Council members stated that this was not made clear in the 
project proposal and strongly recommended a clarification in the Agency response comments.  Council 
members cautioned that this misperception may affect support for the project.  The Council members had 
questions as to what expenses are covered under “Other” costs, and requested more detail. NDE will get 
this information to Mr. Rolfes to distribute to the Council members. Dr. Folkers explained that the cost 
savings will come over time and will give districts more time to make transitions.  Life cycle costs and 
change management plans were not included in the project proposal.  Council members also raised 
concerns about the sustainability of state general funding and how it will affect the funding to local school 
districts and ESUs.  Dr. Folkers indicated that it is not the intention of the project to cut funding to districts.  
 
The question was raised if any consideration had been given to the availability of Internet access for 
students at home.  Not all students have internet at home.  Dr. Folkers recognized that this is an 
important state and national issue but that it was outside the scope of the project.  NDE is still looking at 
options to encourage school districts to increase their Internet access and wants to work with the FCC 
and the E-rate program to increase home access without violating program rules. NDE plans to involve 
the key stakeholders in the decision-making related to this project. In addition, NDE wants to insure that 
the NITC and the Education Council are involved as the project progresses.   
 
Dr. Dan Hoesing moved to recommend Project 13-01 as a Tier 2 project with the Education Council 
comments included. Burke Brown seconded. Bierman-Yes, Brown-Yes, Carpenter-Yes, Chrisman-Yes, 
DeTurk-Yes, Dunning-Yes, Hamersky-Yes, Hoesing-Yes, Hotovy-Yes,  Maschman-Yes, Moore-Yes, 
Needham-Yes, Niemiec-Yes, Peters-Yes, Results: 14-0 Yes, 0 No, 0 Abstain. Motion carried.   
 
Education Council Comments:  

1. Additional Budget Detail is requested, specifically “Other Contractual Services”. 

2. Sustained funding will be needed. Additional explanation of sustainability beyond FY19 is 

requested. 

3. I.T. Operations are not included in the budget request. 

4. Project 13-01 reads more like a strategic plan than an I.T. project proposal. Please detail each 

project component in the category of software selection for the marketplace versus a component 

to be purchased or developed in house. Those components being purchased or developed in 

house have a greater budgetary impact, while those in the marketplace will have little or no 

budget impact and will still allow for local control. 

5. Recommend that NDE take the path described of populating the Software as a Service (SaaS) 

Marketplace by using collaborative procurement to help drive data standards in all data sets 

where that is possible. 

6. Recommend that NDE collaborate with NITC Education Council on the Digital Education Initiative 

Action Items. 

 

 

http://nitc.nebraska.gov/education_council/meetings/documents/2016.10.19/13-01.pdf
http://nitc.nebraska.gov/education_council/meetings/documents/2016.10.19/13-01_TechnicalReview.pdf
http://nitc.nebraska.gov/education_council/meetings/documents/2016.10.19/13-01_TechnicalReview.pdf


13-02 Teacher Certification Upgrade Project Text and 13-02 Teacher Certification Upgrade 
Technical Review 
 
The current Teacher Certification System was built using Delphi software and is reaching end of life.  The 
project would be partially or fully funded through teachers and administrators applying for certification and 
contributing cash funds.  The project plans to hire a consultant to provide software system options.   
 
Mr. Moore moved to recommend Project 13-02 as a Tier 1 project with the Education Council comments 
included. Dr. Dan Hoesing seconded.  Bierman-Yes, Brown-Yes, Carpenter-Yes, Chrisman-Yes, DeTurk-
Yes, Dunning-Yes, Hamersky-Yes, Hoesing-Yes, Hotovy-Yes,  Maschman-Yes, Moore-Yes, Needham-
Yes, Niemiec-Yes, Peters-Yes, Results:  Yes-14, No-0, Abstain-0. Motion carried.   
 
Education Council comments:  

1. More budget detail is requested for “Other Contractual Services”. 

NETWORK NEBRASKA AND DIGITAL EDUCATION ACTION ITEMS 
 
Action Items Document 
 
A grid of Task Groups and their membership was distributed for members to sign up for a task group to 
continue work on the action items and to make measurable progress.   
 
The Network Nebraska and Digital Education work groups had not met since the last Education Council 
meeting. 
 
Network Nebraska Update 
 
Mr. Rolfes reported that at the last Collaborative Aggregation Partnership (CAP) meeting Ben Mientka of 
UNCSN provided the first demonstration of Action Item 1.2.  The software system automatically records 
downtime.  CAP and the Network Nebraska Advisory Group (NNAG) are discussing what information 
should be made public and which information should be password-protected.  The Council will receive a 
demonstration at a future meeting. 
 
OTHER BUSINESS  
 
Mr. Burke wanted to comment about the cost savings ZOOM has given the participants.  Mr. Dunning 
stated the Wayne State faculty are finding innovative ways to use it. Currently, the cost is $2/per year/per 
participant.  More and more participants are subscribing which will result in even more statewide 
collaboration. 
 
AGENDA ITEMS AND LOCATION FOR THE 12/21/2016 MEETING  
 
The December meeting can be conducted by videoconferencing.  If any members are interested in being 
the host site, they are to contact Mr. Rolfes.  
 
Some ideas for agenda topics included: 

 Accessibility, Christy Horn (30 min) 

 Follow-up discussion of shared services 
 
ADJOURNMENT  
 
Mr. Rolfes commended the council for having 15 out of 16 voting members plus alternates and liaisons at 
the meeting today.  The Office of the CIO and the NITC appreciate the Council members’ dedication and 
involvement.   
 
 

http://nitc.nebraska.gov/education_council/meetings/documents/2016.10.19/13-02.pdf
http://nitc.nebraska.gov/education_council/meetings/documents/2016.10.19/13-02_TechnicalReview.pdf
http://nitc.nebraska.gov/education_council/meetings/documents/2016.10.19/13-02_TechnicalReview.pdf
http://www.nitc.ne.gov/education_council/meetings/documents/2016.02.17/2015-2017_EdCouncilActionItems_20151021.pdf


Mr. Dunning moved to adjourn.  Mr. Carpenter seconded.  All were in favor.  Motion carried by voice vote. 
 
The meeting was adjourned at 11:19 a.m. 
 
 
Meeting minutes were taken by Lori Lopez Urdiales and reviewed by Tom Rolfes, Office of the CIO. 
 
 
 
 

 



Christy A. Horn, PhD
University of Nebraska

December 21, 2016

Accessibility for 
Digital Learners K-20



• All public schools(K-20) are subject to Sections 504 and 508 of the 
Rehabilitation Act and the Americans with Disabilities Act.
– There have been no revisions of the 508 standards or official ADA accessible 

technology guidelines.
– However, it has been made official by the United States Department of Justice 

that they will adopt the Web Content Accessibility Guidelines (WCAG).
– Currently K-12 schools in Arizona, North Carolina, Texas, Virginia and Washington 

State are in litigation over the accessibility of their websites.
– There also have been a significant number of settlement agreements across the 

country with both public and private colleges and universities (ex., Montana, 
Penn State, Miami University, Ohio State, University of Cincinnati).

• Private schools are covered under Title III of the Americans with Disabilities 
Act which is also under the jurisdiction of the Department of Justice.

State and Federal Requirements
ADA and Section 504



• Section 504
Is an anti-discrimination measure comparable to The Americans with Disabilities 
Act that addresses an individual student’s needs.  It requires that an individual with 
a disability must have equal access to all programs, services, and activities in all 
institutions receiving federal subsidy.  Web-based communications for public 
educational institutions are covered by 504 as are the provision of accessible 
materials such as electronic text, braille, captioned video and other classroom 
materials.

• Section 508
Mandates that federal agencies make electronic information accessible to 
members of the public and employees with disabilities.  Section 508 applies to 
public schools at all levels receiving federal funding.

The Rehabilitation Act



Title II 
Prohibits disability discrimination for all public entities at the local and state level. 
School, courts, police departments, and any government entity must comply 
regardless of whether they receive federal funds. Both Section 504 and Title II are 
enforced by the U.S. Department of Education, Office of Civil Rights(OCR).

Title III
Applies to commercial entities and “public accommodations,” which includes 
private educational institutions.  As under Title II, no individual with a disability may 
be discriminated against with regard to full and equal enjoyment of the goods, 
services, facilities, or accommodations of any place of public accommodation.  
This includes websites and accessible educational materials.

Americans with Disabilities Act



• Cognitive or learning disabilities
– Examples: traumatic brain injury, autism, processing disorders, epilepsy
– Access barriers: small print, timed responses, sensitivity to flashing or other screen animations 

• Auditory disabilities
– Examples: deafness, tinnitus, difficulty with auditory processing
– Access barriers: lack of captioning, software dependent on sound, and sound overload.

• Visual disabilities
– Examples: blindness, uncorrectable vision such as tunnel vision, and color blindness
– Access barriers: requires mouse navigation, small print, low contrast, no screen reader access, 

color used as an identifier, no audio descriptions for video 

• Motor disabilities 
– Examples: arthritis, spinal cord injury, muscular dystrophy, amputation
– Access barriers: software products that require navigation by mouse or quick response on the 

keyboard 

Who do we need to accommodate? 



• Page titles

• Images

• Headings

• Menus

• Contrast ratio

• Text re-sizing flexibility

• Keyboard access and visual focus

• Forms, labels, and error interaction 

• Multimedia

• Basic navigational structure

What is most likely to be out of compliance?



• There is protection in creating Educational Information Technology (EIT) 
accessibility policies and accompanying procedures.

• Policies (or work plans) that specifically reference timelines for achieving 
accessibility are valuable.

• Critical EIT for students
– Learning management systems (LMS)
– Class assignments and course materials within the LMS
– Instructional materials such as textbooks, handouts, and anything that is 

delivered in an electronic manner
– Live chat functions in key applications
– EIT in the classroom such as clickers, emails, blogs, web conferencing, etc.
– Accessible video including captioning and visual description

Practical Advice: Lessons Learned from Lawsuits, 
Resolution Agreements and Settlements



• Website 
– All images should have useful alternative text
– Documents, such as PDFs or other image-based documents must be accessible
– All video must be captioned or transcripted (transcriptions are only acceptable 

if the video only includes a speech or lecture.
– Tables must be properly structured
– Frames must be titled to support navigation and identification
– Properly labeled and formatted form fields
– Proper contrast between background or foreground colors
– All aspects must be usable by a keyboard only use

Practical Advice: Lessons Learned from Lawsuits, 
Resolution Agreements and Settlements



Contrast and colors  http://webaim.org/resources/contrastchecker

Semantics for formatting HTML http://webaim.org/techniques/semantic
structure

Text alternatives- http://webaim.org/techniques.alttext

Ability to navigate with the keyboard
www.nngroup.com/articles/keyboardaccessibility
http://webaim.org/techniques/skipnav

Easy to navigate and find information – http://webaim.org/techniques/sitetools/

Properly formatting tables– http://webaim.org/techniques/tables/data

Making PDFs accessible- http://webaim.org/techniques/acrobat/acrobat

How to make your website compliant



• Accessible videos-- http://webaim.org/techniques/captions

• Making forms accessible-- http://webaim.org/techniques/forms

• Alternate versions of key pages– only when there is no way (legally, 
technically) to create accessibility. Not an option for new content.

• Feedback for users– The website must provide an easy way for users to let you 
know that there are problems with your website and someone must be the 
designated expert.

• Other related issues 
– No flashing
– Timed connections can create barriers
– Fly-out menus are often not navigable on the keyboard
– Pop-up windows create a range of obstacles 

How to make your Website compliant



• We can wait until the accommodation is requested to make our websites 
or materials online accessible.

• YouTube or Vimeo automatic captioning third party hosting services are 
viable solutions.  If used, the faculty or designers must edit them to comply 
with the standards.

• The only way to comply is to create text-only websites.

• The federal government won’t come after us.  We can claim lack of 
resources or funding.

• Designing curriculum according to Universal Design standards will insure 
accessibility.

Misconceptions



• Settlements with strict timelines for compliance

• If the DOJ files against you, it can cost substantial legal fees and there can 
be judgments that include fines and money to the complainants.

• Ultimately, federal funding can be withheld if an institution doesn’t 
comply.

Legal implications for failing to accommodate



• Equitable use: design provides the same means of use for everyone

• Flexibility in use: design accommodates a wide range of individual preferences

• Simple and intuitive use: design is easy to understand and navigate regardless of the 
user’s experience, knowledge, language skills or ability to concentrate

• Perceptible information: design communicates necessary information effectively 
regardless of the user’s sensory abilities

• Tolerance for error: design minimizes hazards and the adverse consequences of 
accidental or unintended actions

• Low physical effort: reduce eye strain and restrict large amounts of online reading

• Size and space for approach and use: design takes into account physical limitations, 
need to use assistive technologies such as screen readers or alternative access devices

Seven Universal Design Principles



Questions?























Network Nebraska Initiative—2015-17 Action Items 
 
1. Action: Prepare for the future of Network Nebraska as a statewide, multipurpose, high capacity, 

scalable telecommunications network that shall meet the demand of state agencies, local 
governments, and educational entities as defined in section 79-1201.01. 
 
Lead: Education Council 
 
Participating Entities: Collaborative Aggregation Partnership (CAP); Network Nebraska Advisory Group 
(NNAG) 
 
Timeframe: 2015-17 
 
Funding: Additional funding and/or resources will be required for this action item out of the Network 
Nebraska Participation Fee, which is a participant-funded budget. 
 
Targets/Deliverables: 
 
1.1. The NNAG Participant Criteria subcommittee will develop a strategy to accommodate community 

affiliate connections into Network Nebraska. 
1.2. The UNCSN team will use automated tools to monitor network utilization and uptime and develop a 

web-based graphic for real-time depiction of WAN circuits, backbone and Internet. 
1.3. UNCSN will implement incident management and change control frameworks appropriate to the 

staffing of Network Nebraska. 
1.4. NNAG and CAP will guide Office of the CIO (OCIO) decisions regarding network capacity, services, 

and reliability. 
1.5. Review and update existing security services and practices and develop a strategy for potential 

services. 
 
 
 
2. Action: The Education Council and NITC staff will serve as the communication hub for existing 

and potential new Network Nebraska Participants. 
 

Lead: Education Council/NITC Staff 
 
Participating Entities: Collaborative Aggregation Partnership (CAP); Network Nebraska Advisory Group 
(NNAG) 
 
Timeframe: 2015-17 
 
Funding: Additional funding and/or resources will be required for this action item out of the Network 
Nebraska Participation Fee, which is a participant-funded budget. 
 
Targets/Deliverables: 
 
2.1. Develop and implement a communications strategy. 
2.2. Conduct an annual survey of Participants to guide direction and service development. 

 
  



NETWORK NEBRASKA--RECOMMENDED MEASURABLES: 

 Network Nebraska backbone uptime 

 Network Nebraska Internet access uptime 

 Network Nebraska backbone bandwidth utilization (actual) 

 Network Nebraska membership growth 

 Network Nebraska Internet growth (purchased and actual) 

 Network Nebraska unit cost of Internet 

 Number of public and non-profit, non-education entities (e.g., libraries) connected to Network 
Nebraska 

 

  



Digital Education Initiative—2015-17 Action Items  
 

1. Action: Create Professional development opportunities for all Nebraska educators to maximize 
student success through the innovative uses of technology in teaching. 

 
Lead: Education Council 
 
Participating Entities: K-12 and Higher Education professional and advisory groups 
 
Timeframe: 2015-17 
 
Funding: Additional funding may be required for this action item 
 
Targets/Deliverables: 

 
1.1 Partner with K-20 entities and organizations to establish communities of practice for curriculum 

development, effective pedagogical practices and shared experiences using multiple delivery 
modalities across all levels of education in Nebraska. 

 
 
 
2. Action: Address technical challenges for students in the transition from secondary to post-

secondary education. 
 

Lead: Education Council 
 
Participating Entities: K-12 and Higher Education professional and advisory groups 
 
Timeframe: 2015-17 
 
Funding: Additional funding may be required for this action item 
 
Targets/Deliverables: 

 
2.1 Conduct a collaborative research project to identify existing infrastructure and pedagogical efforts in 

both secondary and post-secondary institutions. 
2.2 Based on the results of the research project and other available resources, identify opportunities for 

collaboration to ease transition for students. 
2.3 Identify key challenges for transitioning students and conduct an environmental scan to identify 

successful approaches to mitigate those challenges. 
2.4 Create a guide for effective practices in the use of flexible learning technologies. 
2.5 Develop a strategy to encourage vendors to implement data exchange standards in their products 

and services. 
  



3. Action: Expand awareness and address the need for equity of access as it relates to digital 
education. 

 
Lead: Education Council 
 
Participating Entities: NITC Community Council, K-12 and Higher Education professional and advisory 
groups 
 
Timeframe: 2015-17 
 
Funding: Additional funding may be required for this action item 
 
Targets/Deliverables: 

 
3.1 Form a joint study group comprised of stakeholders from across the state to identify opportunities 

and actions to ensure equitable access for students. 
3.2 Education Council will work in collaboration with other Nebraska stakeholders, such as the 

Community Council Broadband Initiative to find solutions for available, accessible, reliable, secure 
and affordable Internet access as related to academic success. 

3.3 Identify and promote the use of accessible products and services in achieving equity of access. 

 
 
DIGITAL EDUCATION--RECOMMENDED MEASURABLES: 

 Number of professional development opportunities provided 

 Number of educators impacted by professional development opportunities 

 Published research regarding infrastructure, pedagogy, equity of access, and impact on learning. 



NITC Statewide Technology Plan‐‐EC Task Group Rosters

12/21/2016 Version

1.1 1.2 1.3 1.4 1.5 2.1 2.2 1.1 2.1 2.2 2.3 2.4 2.5 3.1 3.2 3.3

Post Secondary

Mark Askren Y Y Y Y Y Y Y

Bret Blackman (Alt.)

Derek Bierman Y Y Y Y Y Y Y

Carla Streff (Alt.) Y Y Y Y Y Y Y Y Y

Mike Carpenter Y Y Y Y Y Y Y Y Y Y

Chuck Lenosky (Alt.)

John Dunning Y Y Y Y Y Y Y

Ann Burk (Alt.) Y Y Y Y Y Y Y

Steve Hotovy Y Y Y Y Y Y Y

Stan Carpenter (Alt.)

Greg Maschman Y Y Y Y Y Y Y Y Y

TBA (Alt.)

Mary Niemiec Y Y Y Y Y Y Y Y Y

TBA (Alt.)

Tom Peters Y Y Y Y Y Y Y

TBA (Alt.)

K‐12

Burke Brown Y Y Y Y Y Y Y Y

Cassandra Joseph (Alt.) Y Y Y Y Y Y Y Y Y

Matt Chrisman Y Y Y Y Y Y Y Y Y

Emily Tobias (Alt.)

Ted DeTurk Y Y Y Y Y Y

Wayne Bell (Alt.)

Stephen Hamersky Y Y Y Y Y Y Y

Steven Stortz (Alt.) Y Y Y Y Y Y Y Y Y Y

Dan Hoesing Y Y Y Y Y Y Y

TBA (Alt.)

Mike Lucas Y Y Y Y

Elizabeth Ericson (Alt.)

Alan Moore Y Y Y Y Y Y Y Y Y Y Y

Tracy Popp (Alt.)

Gary Needham Y Y Y Y Y Y Y

Scott Jones (Alt.) Y Y Y Y Y Y Y

Liaisons

Mike Baumgartner

Kathleen Fimple (Alt.)

Brent Gaswick

SuAnn Witt (Alt.)

Ed Toner

TBA (Alt.)

Gary Targoff Y Y

Michael Winkle (Alt.)

Network Nebraska Digital Education



 

 

Network Nebraska 

Northeast Nebraska Fiber Loop Project 

Executive Briefing 
 

The year 2016 represented a turning point in both Nebraska’s economy and its public 

telecommunications infrastructure.   

The governor convened an economic summit on July 12th, 2016 to discuss the results of an SRI 

Internationali studyii regarding the state’s existing economic programs.  The study identifies Nebraska’s 

current strong and enviable position of high workforce participation and low unemployment.  The study 

did, however, identify that wages are well below the national average, leading to challenges in recruiting 

and retention of workers. 

On April 13th, 2016 Network Nebraska celebrated its official 10th birthday as a statewide network.  

Network Nebraska has established itself as a vital resource for technology infrastructure in the 

government and higher education sectors.  Since its inception, the network has lowered the price of 

commodity internet access through aggregated demand and collaborative purchasing, from a high of 

$87/Mbps/month to under $1/Mbps/monthiii, resulting in accumulated cost avoidance for the state of 

$YYY million dollars over 10 years and providing opportunities for technology infused education that 

could not have been envisioned when the network was created.  The governance bodies which guide 

the collaborative project now turned their eyes to what opportunities may lie ahead in the next decade 

of service. 

The SRI report identified four interrelated, strategic investments to help transition Nebraska to a high-

wage/high-value economy (SRI report page 4): 

 High skill, high wage jobs 

 Technology intensive investment 

 Innovation 

 High quality communities 

As cloud computing becomes the predominant delivery method for innovation, education, workplace, 

and consumer technology solutions, network infrastructure continues to be a foundational and critical 

technology investment for achieving these goals.   

Additionally, enhanced in-state network connectivity will be required to fulfill a number of the SRI report 

recommendations for the educational sector, including support for the high school career academies 

and specific programs such as the Interface Web School in Omaha. 

Further, in-state network connectivity facilitates the kind of inter-agency shared services projects 

currently recommended by the office of the OCIO.  These projects, like the inter-local agreement 

between Wayne State College and Northeast Community College, can provide data center consolidation, 

disaster recovery, and improved service quality at lower costs. 



 

 

Access to low cost, high bandwidth network infrastructure required for these innovative approaches, is 

not, however, universally available outside the urban core. 

The federal map of high speed internet indicates general availability outside the 

metro areas along Interstate 80 and the Platte River. However, some interviewees 

indicated gaps in coverage that were burdensome for business connectivity, as well 

as high prices. …  Addressing these deficiencies is critical for the future of the state 

outside the metro areas, the equivalent of adequately providing and maintaining 

roads.  – SRI report page 45 

This observation through interviews validates data collected by Network Nebraska on 

telecommunications circuit pricing and availability in rural Nebraska, particularly in the Northeast 

economic development region: 

 

 

This inequity creates barriers to collaboration for key resources located throughout the Northeast region 

of the state.   

The communities of Columbus, Norfolk, Wayne, South Sioux City, and Fremont serve as homes to a 

number of businesses in economic development sectors identified as growth sectors by the SRI report:

 Agriculture & Food Processing 

 Automotive & Transportation 

Equipment 

 Materials & Chemicals 

 Precision Metals 
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Further, these communities host post-secondary institutions with strong academic programs preparing 

students to work in economic sector clusters identified by the report as of interest to Nebraska’s future 

economy:

 Agribusiness & Food Processing 

 Advanced Manufacturing 

 Biosciences (both medical and 

agricultural) 

 Financial Services 

 Health and Medical Services 

 IT and Data Services 

 Renewable Energy 

 Transportation and Logistics 

 

**A LIST OF THE SPECIFIC INSTITUTIONS, ACADEMIC PROGRAMS, AND INDUSTRIES SERVING THESE CLUSTERS CAN BE FOUND 

IN APPENDIX I OF THIS DOCUMENT. 

These anchor cities of the rural community, given the right conditions, have the opportunity to utilize 

the attractions of small town life identified by the study to attract and retain talent; the key to 21st 

century economic development.  One of the critical conditions to realize this is network connectivity: 

Further, the nature of work is changing so that working at home from locations 

outside urban areas is much more practical, as long as connectivity is good. For 

example, it is important that download speeds of 10 – 25 Mbps are available in the 

Omaha and Lincoln metro areas, in towns in the Northeast, and in towns along I-80 

and the Platte River. Access to this key infrastructure is comparable to proximity to 

the railroad in the 19th century (however, tariffs are very high in some places). – SRI 

Report page 11 

 

Network Nebraska issued a RFP (bid) in late 2016 for a collection of dark fiber network segments which 

would connect all of these communities in a loop running from Grand Island to Omaha.  Dark fiber 

leases would allow Network Nebraska to provide multiple, parallel high speed connections in each of 

these communities, facilitating cooperation between the education, government, and health care 

sectors and establishing multiple regional points of attachment to a high bandwidth redundant network 

backbone.   While not directly serving business and industry, such a capital investment would serve as 

an anchor tenant, providing local carriers with a stable foundation from which to enhance local 

telecommunications facilities to support economic growth.  This investment would also provide the 

required connectivity for educational institutions to train the workforce needed in the region. 

While Network Nebraska has traditionally used leased circuits to deliver bandwidth, the use of dark fiber 

leases for Network Nebraska in the Urban core has provided greater flexibility and long term lower costs 

for Network Nebraska and University of Nebraska centric services.  While initially more expensive, 

return on investment for high bandwidth is typically under 5 years.  Such investments are key to long 

term economic development and the ability of the education and health care sectors to support that 

development: 

High skill and high technology jobs are generally associated with capital intensive 

activities. Capital intensive investments are an important goal in order to make the 



 

 

transition towards Nebraska’s next economy. Technology intensive and capital 

intensive investments may not always have a direct impact on jobs, but they are 

associated with higher wages, and make an important long-term contribution to 

overall growth (such investments tend to generate significant productivity spillovers 

into the rest of the regional economy). Where employment of any kind is no longer 

the priority, policy instruments can be aligned with technology- and capital-intensive 

investments with less regard to an immediate impact on new jobs, but rather with a 

view to faster growth that builds the tax base and has powerful indirect, long term 

effects on the quality of jobs.  -- SRI report page 10 

The Northeast Nebraska Fiber Loop Project, if supported with the required funding to complete the 

network segment, will represent a watershed moment for Network Nebraska as well as a significant step 

forward in implementing the recommendations of the SRI report to transition this rural area of Nebraska 

to high-wage/high-value jobs. 

The project has a number of next steps, beginning with the RFP.  The results of that process will inform 

strategies on how to fund the project, with a number of potential sources: 

1) Shared, postalized backbone fees collected through Network Nebraska 

2) Federal E-rate support on the eligible portion of the backbone costs 

3) Re-investment of existing network connectivity budgets from agencies attached to the loop 

4) Direct investment of State funding 

5) A combination with the above stakeholders and sources 

 

  



 

 

Appendix I – Economic development cluster mapping for Northeast Nebraska Fiber Loop communities 

 Columbus 

o Central Community College 

o Business and Industry 

 79 manufacturing plants employing 6400 workers, including Behlen 

manufacturing 

 Norfolk 

o Northeast Community College (NCC) 

 Aspen top 10 of Community Colleges serving 17,945 students in three locations 

 Applied Technology and Applied Research programs such as Agriculture, Water, 

and Energy 

 Business and Industry Training 

 The joint UNMC-NCC nursing program 

o Business and Industry 

 Nucor Steel 

 Norfolk Iron and Metal 

 Faith Regional Health Services 

 Wayne 

o Wayne State College (WSC)  

 WSC has the state’s highest capacity applied technology teacher education 

program, providing faculty for High School career academies.  The new Center 

for Applied Technology facility will further build capacity for the teacher pipeline 

in this critical area, as well as employee training, applied research, and pipelines 

for management in advanced manufacturing and construction trades. 

 The WSC Rural Health Opportunities Program is a key feeder for rural students 

to the University of Nebraska Medical Center.  Not only are WSC students 

among UNMC’s best prepared applicants, but the RHOP program also helps 

support graduates who commit to staying in-state and serve rural communities, 

one of the SRI report’s workforce recommendations. 

o Business and Industry 

 Great Dane trailer manufacturing 

 Sand Creek Post and Beam 

 Heritage Industries 

 South Sioux City 

o College Center (joint NCC & WSC facility) 

o Little Priest Tribal College 

o Nebraska Indian Community College 

o Business and Industry 

 Tyson 

 Fremont 

o Midland University 

o Metropolitan Community College Campus 

o Business and Industry 



 

 

 

i SRI International is an independent, nonprofit research center.  https://www.sri.com/about 
 
ii http://neded.org/governor-s-summit-sri 
 
iii http://www.govtech.com/pcio/articles/How-Nebraska-Built-a-Network-with-the-Lowest-Internet-Costs.html 
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Assessing and Treating Impediments to Internet Access for Economically Challenged 

Students and those who reside in Unserved and Underserved Areas 

Introduction 

K-12 education and postsecondary education resources are becoming increasingly digital and more and more 

web-based. Learning management systems, student information systems, and content management systems 

all require students, parents, teachers, and administrators to have constant and convenient access to the 

Internet at ample speeds to download, upload, view, and interact with content, learning activities, grades, 

formative assessments, and records. Never before in the history of education has it been more necessary for 

all students to have 24/7 access using an Internet-connected computer or tablet with viewable screen and 

keyboard. 

Equity of Access 

Since the advent of the Internet and use of the computer for learning activities, there has always been a digital 

divide. Originally, it was the discrepancy between no access and dial-up access. It evolved into the gap 

between dial-up access and always on (cable modem/DSL) access. Today, it is regarded as the chasm between 

no access and gigabit access. Unfortunately, the fast have become faster, and many of the no access 

households have remained with no access or grossly underserved access. So, the division between the “haves” 

and the “have nots” is only growing wider.  

Causal Factors 

There are many factors or impediments that may contribute to the lack of adoption of broadband access in 

households with students: Comparatively high monthly cost, multi-year contract requirements, geographically 

inaccessible locations, customer mobility, personal choice, lack of computer, fear of inappropriate content, and 

others. Research is showing that cell phone and mobile access is actually contributing to a modest decline in 

home wired broadband services. 

Broadband Adoption Data 

Census data from 2013 revealed that 25 million households (21%) have no regular Internet access at all, either 

at home or elsewhere. Overall, 84% of U.S. households own a computer, and 73% of U.S. households have a 

computer with a broadband connection to the internet, the bureau reported. The Pew Research Center found 

that 70% of Americans have broadband access. Among households with incomes below $20,000, most do not 

have an internet subscription for a computer, cell phone or other device, though they may have free access at 

a local library or elsewhere. Among households with incomes of $20,000 and higher, most households have 

their own broadband subscriptions. The Nebraska Rural Poll found that 82% of Nebraskans subscribe to a high-

speed Internet service at home, other than a cellular data plan. Nine percent (9%) have no Internet access. 

Recommendations 

RECOMMENDATION 1: Public and private schools that rely heavily on digital 

curriculum resources, and who expect students to connect to the Internet in order 

to complete homework assignments, should take steps to assess which students 

have sufficient wired Internet speeds at home. 

RECOMMENDATION 2: Public and private schools should take steps to assist 

student households that have inadequate Internet access to achieve equity of 

access. 



Interventions to Achieve Equity of Access 

Public Wi-Fi Centers. One interim strategy to achieving more accessible Internet for economically challenged 

students is to open up free Internet access points at public or private locations: 

 School buildings  

 Library buildings  

 Municipal recreation centers  

 Churches 

 Cultural centers 

 Restaurants and coffee shops 

 

Check-out of Portable Wi-Fi Hotspots. Growing in popularity is a cellular-based appliance or antenna known as 

a hotspot that can be borrowed or purchased and permits one or more laptops or tablets to connect to the 

Internet using a cellular service or data plan. Increasingly, schools and libraries have begun pilot programs 

making these devices available for check out via their student library credentials. Most cellular smartphones 

can double as Wi-Fi hotspots. Portable Wi-Fi hotspots work best in areas that have strong cellular signals. 

Entry Level Internet Service. Most Internet Service Providers offer an option for an entry level subscription 

Internet service known by such terms as Basic, Standard or DSL Lite. With lower bandwidth and a lower 

monthly cost, it may provide a suitable alternative for households where only one or two computers or 

smartphones are connected at one time. However, like the higher bandwidth plans, providers will prefer 

(usually not require) that the customer sign a contract for at least 12-24 months, and also provide access to a 

checking, savings, or credit card account for automatic withdrawal every month. These last two items (i.e. 

lengthy contracts and automatic withdrawal) often inhibit participation from mobile families. 

Satellite Internet Service. Satellite Internet service is available almost everywhere in the continental United 

States. With plans ranging from $40 to $60 per month, typical transmission speeds are up to 1Mbps upload, 

and up to 15Mbps download, with a .25-.5 second delay (latency). With most plans, there is a monthly data 

allowance of 5GB to 10GB, and then once the data allowance is reached, the transmission speed is reduced. 

Subscribers must have a VSAT (Very Small Aperture Terminal or satellite dish) un-obstructively aimed at a 

geostationary satellite in the southern sky and a satellite modem in order to receive the service. Satellite 

Internet may not be appropriate for time-sensitive applications such online gaming and videoconferencing. 

Educational Broadband Service (EBS). EBS, formerly known as the Instructional Television Fixed Service (ITFS), 

is an educational service that has generally been used for the transmission of instructional material to 

accredited educational institutions and non-educational institutions such as hospitals, nursing homes, training 

centers, and rehabilitation centers using high-powered systems. The FCC’s recent revamping of the EBS 

spectrum will now make it possible for EBS licensees to continue their instructional services utilizing low-power 

broadband systems while also providing students with high-speed internet access with a radius of up to 35 

miles. Nebraska education entities had 32 active EBS licenses at the time of this writing. (FCC 47 C.F.R., Part 27) 

TV White Space (TVWS) Internet.  The use of TV White Space channels, portions of licensed UHF radio 

spectrum that licensees do not use, provides an opportunity to deliver ubiquitous broadband services. UHF 

radio frequencies are non-line-of sight (NLOS) and are able to penetrate trees and buildings. By positioning a 

base station and tower connected to a source of Internet, multiple channels are able to transmit Internet 

access omni-directionally with a radius of up to 9 miles. Each customer premise interacting with the base 

station must also have a UHF antenna, customer converter, and Wi-Fi router. 



Resources 

2014 Digital Divide Index, 2016, as retrieved from 

http://ici.msucares.com/sites/ici.msucares.com/files/2014ddi.pdf, 9/30/2016 

Education Commission of the States—Education Trends regarding Municipal Broadband, 2016, as retrieved 

from http://www.ecs.org/ec-content/uploads/Inhibiting-Connection_State-policy-impacting-expansion-of-

municipal-broadband-networks.pdf, 9/14/2016. 

Nebraska Broadband Map: https://broadbandmap.nebraska.gov/  

Nebraska Rural Poll--Broadband and Mobile Internet Services in Nonmetropolitan Nebraska, 2016, as retrieved 

from http://ruralpoll.unl.edu/pdf/16broadband.pdf, 9/19/2016. 

NTIA--Digital Nation Data Explorer, as retrieved from  

https://ntia.doc.gov/data/digital-nation-data-explorer#sel=internetUser&disp=map, 11/7/2016 

Pew Research Center-Home Broadband Survey, 2015, as retrieved from 

http://www.pewinternet.org/2015/12/21/home-broadband-2015/, 9/14/2016. 

U.S. Census Bureau Computer and Internet Use in the United States, 2013, as retrieved from 

http://www.census.gov/content/dam/Census/library/publications/2014/acs/acs-28.pdf, 9/14/2016. 

 

Nebraska Statutes affecting Public Wi-Fi and TV White Space deployments 
 

Neb. Rev. Stat. 86-594.   Agency or political subdivision of state; limitation on power (excerpt) 

(1) Except as provided in the Educational Service Units Act and sections 79-1319, 81-1120.01 to 81-1120.28, 
85-401 to 85-418, 85-1501 to 85-1542, and 86-575, an agency or political subdivision of the state that is not a 
public power supplier shall not provide on a retail or wholesale basis any broadband services, Internet services, 
telecommunications services, or video services. 

Neb. Rev. Stat. 86-597.   Retail or wholesale service; how construed. 

(1) For purposes of sections 86-594 and 86-595, providing a service on a retail or wholesale basis shall not 
include an agency or political subdivision of the state, whether or not a public power supplier, deploying or 
utilizing broadband services, Internet services, telecommunications services, or video services, for its own use 
either individually or jointly through the Interlocal Cooperation Act, the Joint Public Agency Act, or the 
Municipal Cooperative Financing Act for the internal use and purpose of the agency, political subdivision, or 
public power supplier or to carry out the public purposes of the agency, political subdivision, or public power 
supplier. 

(2) Nothing in sections 86-593 to 86-598 prohibits or restricts the ability of an agency, political subdivision, or 
public power supplier from deploying or utilizing broadband services, Internet services, telecommunications 
services, or video services for the internal use and purpose of the agency, political subdivision, or public power 
supplier, or to carry out the public purposes of the agency, political subdivision, or public power supplier. 

This briefing paper was developed by Tom Rolfes, Education I.T. Manager, Nebraska Information Technology 

Commission, tom.rolfes@nebraska.gov, 402-471-7969. (10/20/2016) 
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