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	summary OF REPORT:
The government grant for schools’ broadband services has been withdrawn and schools will soon need to cover the costs directly. Why is the Schools’ Broadband Service essential to schools? How should we allocate the costs as fairly as possible?   



Background

Schools require high capacity, reliable and secure broadband services as an essential foundation to learning and efficient administration.  Schools’ broadband has to serve hundreds of users simultaneously and help protect and safeguard pupils, being quite different to domestic broadband.  Kent’s rural nature and position in SE England adds to the cost of high-capacity broadband.   

The government has ended the Harnessing Technology grant early and no successor is likely.  Can we assist KCC schools to transition from a grant-aided strategy to financial self-support?  Broadband may be a relatively small item in the overall school budget, but any cost increase is a challenge, particularly where costs fall disproportionately on some schools.  

KCC and Partners’ investment in the Kent Public Service Network (KPSN) has reduced costs and we are planning the transition to full cost over a year.  KCC policy and schools ICT planning must consider the consequences of inadequate broadband service provision in terms of wasted learning time and missed opportunities.

Why maintain a KPSN Schools Broadband Service?

· Economy of scale: KPSN is the only sustainable, high quality broadband service with the capacity to grow.  KPSN value for money continues to increase as Partners such as the Universities and Fire & Rescue join and costs are shared more widely.

· Schools broadband services are designed around schools’ requirements for security, e-safety and a wide range of educational applications.  

· Specialist services such as the Kent Learning Zone, remote support and remote backup have been developed to make best use of the high capacity KPSN network.  

· Over 100 libraries and Children’s Centres are connected via schools at low cost.  

Policy Questions:

CFE can maintain the current schools’ broadband service to August 2011.  Policy decisions are required to enable schools to plan for September 2011 so that they can continue to provide Kent’s leading edge broadband service to their pupils.  Details are given overleaf.

1. Schools in rural areas may have costs double those for urban schools.  Can we maintain the highly successful equality of charge policy?
2. Small schools find that any broadband service is several times more expensive per pupil than for larger schools.  How can we enable small schools to afford KPSN? 
	1
	Effect of School Location on Broadband Cost 
Should some rural schools have to pay more than urban schools for the same service?

	
	Urban (indicative)
	
	Rural (indicative)
	

	Primary
	£6,890
	
	£12,810
	

	Secondary
	£10,980
	
	£19,400
	


To date a school’s location has not affected the school contribution.  Without help, some schools may turn to low-quality ‘home-broadband’ services which would limit pupils’ online learning.  

· For 92 primary schools, a BT distance charge up to £5k per school applies, totalling £167k pa. 

· For secondary schools the distance charge totals £46k over 11 schools.

Options:
1. All schools bear the full cost of connection, as indicated in the table above.  

2. The connection cost is shared by all schools within their sector:  

Urban secondary schools pay 12% more to cover rural schools.


Urban primary schools pay 14% more to cover rural schools.

1. A subsidy of £213k p.a. would reduce the rural school costs to the average. 

	2
	Effect of School Size on Broadband Cost per Pupil

	
	Pupils
	Broadband Cost p.a.
(in a full year, estimated)
	Percentage of budget

	Small Primary
	50 - 75
	£4,700
	1.6% 

	Average size Primary 
	200 - 300
	£6,900
	0.9% 

	Large Primary
	600 plus
	£8,500
	0.4% 


Each of the above scenarios assumes a fibre connection and similar usage by pupils.  The cost of the connection to the school does not vary with school size, which disadvantages the small school.  
Options:

1. All schools bear individual connection cost, as shown above – some may leave KPSN. 

2. Larger schools could subsidise smaller schools 
- Largest primary schools would pay £1000 more.
3. A subsidy of £250k p.a. would make true broadband affordable to the smallest schools.

Wider Issues

· If schools leave KPSN due to cost, the effect on their pupils’ education is immediate.  

· Broadband becomes more expensive for other schools.  

· The costs to other KPSN Partners including KCC sites would rise.

Conclusion

Subsidies over two years would assist these schools to continue to provide the high quality broadband services, for which Kent has a national reputation.  Costs to all schools will be minimised by enabling all schools to benefit from KPSN.

Recommendation

The Schools’ Funding Forum is asked to consider providing a subsidy for two years at a total cost of £463k per annum (£213k per annum for rural schools and £250k per annum for small schools).
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