BEFORE THE BOARD OF PUBLIC EDUCATION
OF THE STATE OF MONTANA

In the matter of the proposed
)

NOTICE OF PUBLIC HEARING
amendment of ARM 10.55.907
)

ON PROPOSED AMENDMENT

relating to distance, online,
and 
)

technology delivered learning
)

Comments of the Montana Telecommunications Association

Introduction


The Montana Telecommunications Association (MTA) represents independent telecommunications carriers providing a full spectrum of communications and information services throughout Montana.  Collectively, Montana’s independent telecommunications companies serve nearly one-third of Montana’s households encompassing nearly 80 percent of Montana’s landmass.  These companies employ over 1,000 Montana citizens with well-paid jobs and full benefits.  And they invest over $70 million each year in Montana’s telecommunications infrastructure and have deployed over 5,000 miles of fiber optic lines in Montana to serve their customers with state-of-the-art technology and services.  They often are the largest taxpayer in the counties in which they operate.   

Montana’s independent local exchange carriers provide dial-up Internet access to 100 percent of their customers, and serve over 200 communities with access to broadband DSL service.  Many of these communities with access to high-speed DSL have populations of fewer than 500 residents.  Additionally, some of these companies offer broadband satellite service and/or cable-modem service.  

Several of Montana’s independent telcos also have leveraged their assets by forming consortia to provide additional advanced connectivity services to Montanans.  For example, MAIN, Inc. provides digital, broadband backbone network services to large scale telecommunications consumers.  Similarly, VisionNet provides wholesale Internet access, videoconference and telemedicine services throughout the state, with over 120 videoconference facilities deployed in Montana alone.  These VisionNet facilities generally are located at community and tribal colleges and high schools mostly in Montana’s most rural communities.  Senator Max Baucus has a VisionNet teleconference unit in his Washington, D.C. office.  
MTA is attaching a map of these telecommunications assets offered by MAIN, VisionNet and the independent telephone companies of Montana as Appendix 1.  

This level of commitment to Montana’s rural communities with investment in technology and high quality services distinguishes Montana’s independent telecommunications industry.  It is in this regard that MTA voices its concern with the tone and substance of the proposed rules relating to distance learning.
Distance Learning Is a Valuable Educational Resource
The value of distance learning is limited only by the imagination of teachers, administrators and students willing to embrace the potential of this technology.  Telecommunications technology eliminates distance, time, and cost constraints associated with “traditional” education methods.  Distance learning provides a seamless educational product to pupils practically anywhere for a fraction of the cost of current educational methods.  College courses can be taught to high school students.  Foreign language courses can be taught virtually in rural communities that otherwise would not have foreign language teachers, or science teachers, or advanced history, and so on.  Students can engage in projects with other students from across the state, or virtually anywhere in the world.  Rural or even “urban” communities in Montana that lack teaching resources or simply want to augment current curriculum can expand vastly their educational resources virtually with distance learning technologies.  Schools can even provide distance learning opportunities to home schoolers, or offer adult education courses, thereby expanding public schools’ markets while simultaneously offering new educational media to students who otherwise may not avail themselves of such resources.
The possibilities are infinite.

Schools are the heart of many rural communities.  Distance learning is an economic development resource, and some cases it may be an economic survival tool by providing a means by which small rural schools can continue to offer educational opportunities in their communities.  

VisionNet, mentioned above, already facilitates dozens of virtual courses in both urban and rural communities throughout Montana.  Its utility and popularity continue to grow every year.  Yet, it has only scratched the surface of possibilities.
In short, especially in a rural, high cost state like Montana, and with the budgetary constraints that face our public institutions, distance learning should be promoted as aggressively as possible.
The Proposed Rules Erect Barriers to Distance Learning

Unfortunately, the proposed rules appear designed to constrain distance learning’s potential to reach students in need of expanded curriculum opportunities.  
It is particularly ironic that the proposed rule 10.55.907 (2)(a) allows school districts to utilize distance learning “as they would [utilize] other supplementary resources without restriction.”  (Emphasis added.)  However, for the next one and one-half pages, the proposed rules proceed to enumerate a list of restrictions on the ability to deploy distance learning resources for the benefit of students.  Indeed, it appears that the rules are written to preserve current structures designed for the one-class-one-teacher paradigm, and not to encourage alternative delivery resources.

 For example, distance learning programs are required to have both a licensed/endorsed teacher and a facilitator assigned to each course (10.55.907 (3)).  What if one or two high school students in a rural community arrange to take an advanced French distance learning course offered by a college hundreds of miles away?  Under the proposed rules, the student(s) would need a facilitator to take the course with them.  Doesn’t that defeat the purpose of distance learning?  One reason for distance learning is to conserve valuable teaching resources.  If a rural school, for example, already lacks teaching resources, the rule would require that school to “produce” a facilitator.  This rule is somewhat analogous to the rule in the No Child Left Behind Act to which Montana’s Office of Public Instruction reportedly objects.  The latter rule, as MTA understands from recent media accounts, would require courses to be taught only by teachers licensed in the specific areas being taught.  That rule is particularly onerous for rural schools to implement.  Rural schools legitimately are arguing for greater flexibility. 

Other proposed rules, such as in-service training, teacher load requirements, registration, verification, and other reporting requirements add to the burden and reduce flexibility needed to maximize the potential benefits of distance learning.
It understandable that the Board of Education would want students actually to learn from distance learning resources.  This objective can be accomplished by standard assessment methods, such as achievement tests, grades and teacher evaluations.  The level of regulatory requirements proposed in this Rule is not necessary.
Conclusion

The proposed rules should be scrapped in favor of a policy promoting distance learning.  Such a policy could be stated as simply as:
School districts should utilize distance, online, and technology delivered learning programs without restriction as a resource for maximizing learning opportunities for Montana’s students.  School districts shall ensure that students utilizing distance, online, and technology delivered learning programs are held to the same educational achievement and assessment standards as other students in the School district.
Distance learning enables more students to benefit from more educational choices at a cheaper cost than ever before.  Particularly in these tight-money times we face, distance learning opportunities should be embraced with open arms and not encumbered with legacy regulations designed by and for different circumstances.
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