
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
August 19, 2013 
 
 
MEMORANDUM 
 
TO: Legislative Education Study Committee 
 
FR: Ian Kleats and Travis Dulany 
 
RE: STAFF REPORT:  PARTNERSHIP FOR ASSESSMENT OF READINESS FOR 

COLLEGE AND CAREERS (PARCC):  IDENTIFYING BROADBAND 
CONNECTIVITY 

 
 
INTRODUCTION 
 
At its November 2012 interim meeting, the Legislative Education Study Committee (LESC) 
received a staff report regarding computer-based testing (CBT) for assessments based on the 
Common Core State Standards (CCSS) that will commence in school year 2014-2015 through 
the Partnership for Assessment of Readiness for College and Careers (PARCC), of which 
New Mexico is a member state. 
 
This staff report discusses: 
 

• the state’s PARCC readiness based on published minimum technology requirements; 
• comprehensive technology plans for public schools, including recent legislative efforts; 
• policy options the committee may wish to consider; and 
• background information relating to: 

 
 the implementation of the PARCC assessments for school year 2014-2015; 
 an overview of the Information Technology Advisory Group (ITAG) of the Public 

School Facilities Authority (PSFA); 
 the federal E-Rate program; and 
 2012 interim testimony to the LESC. 

Travis.Dulany
2013 letterhead



 2 

Presenters 
 
In anticipation of the transition from paper-based testing to CBT, LESC staff have arranged for 
the following presenters who will discuss future information technology needs, focused 
specifically on broadband connectivity: 
 

• Gar Clark, IT Advisory Group/Program Manager, Department of Information 
Technology (DoIT); 

• Tom Bush, IT Advisory Group; 
• Buddy Vaughn, Chief Technology Officer, ENMR Plateau; and 
• Gayle Nelson, Vice President of Customer Services, Education Networks of America 

(ENA). 
 
PARCC READINESS 
 
PARCC Minimum Technology Requirements 
 
PARCC, one of two assessment consortia that receive federal funds to design tests aligned to the 
CCSS, issued the consortium’s latest technology guidelines (see Attachment) in February 2013.  
According to that document, by October 2013, PARCC will issue additional technical guidance 
including the minimum external and internal bandwidth required per test-taker. 
 
Among the guidance in the document, the consortium advises the following: 
 

• A variety of operating systems will be supported, including Windows, Mac OS, Linux, 
third and fourth generation iPads, and certain Android tablets.  Windows XP – Service 
Pack 3 will be supported for at least school year 2013-2014, but security issues may arise 
after Microsoft discontinues support for that operating system after April 8, 2014. 

 
• Thin clients, a computing option that could allow the use of older computers that would 

not otherwise meet minimum operating specifications, will be supported.  Thin client 
computers will still be required to meet minimum hardware specifications, such as RAM, 
screen size and resolution, input devices, and network connectivity. 

 
• Initially, tablets will require the use of external physical keyboards instead of software-

based keyboards on the device “so as not to limit or obscure the view of test item content 
and related functionalities when text input is required.”  Further studies by PARCC will 
inform use of virtual keyboards in the future. 

 
• Headphones/earphones will be required at each testing computer.  Microphones will be 

required for the Speaking and Listening Assessment and for students who require special 
accommodations. 

 
• All devices must be able to connect to the internet via either wired or wireless 

networking, with recommended internal and external bandwidths per test-taker of 1,000 
kbps and 100 kbps, respectively.  Minimum bandwidth requirements should become 
available in October 2013. 
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According to PARCC, these most recent minimum specifications should remain sufficient 
through school year 2015-2016, and the recommended specifications should not change before 
school year 2018-2019.  It is unclear whether the recommended technology levels will satisfy 
minimum requirements after school year 2018-2019. 
 
Broadband Capacity of New Mexico’s Public Schools 
 
Broadband capacity of a school is only one of three main variables that define whether the school 
is able to provide the PARCC assessment as a CBT, rather than paper-based test.  Those three 
variables are:  testing days, testing computers, and available bandwidth (both internal and 
external). 
 

• the number of available testing days will determine how many students the school will 
need to test per day; 

• the number of tests per day will define how many testing computers are necessary; and 
• the number of testing computers running simultaneously will determine the minimum 

total amount of internal and external bandwidth required. 
 
PARCC has imposed restrictions on the testing window, which ranges from a maximum of 20 
administration days (four school weeks) to a minimum of five administration days (one school 
week).  The Public Education Department (PED) has indicated that it is working toward a two-
week administration period with one additional week period for make-up assessments per school. 
 
In March 2013, PARCC released the PARCC Capacity Planning Tool, an Excel spreadsheet 
designed to assist district and school leaders in identifying gaps in assessment administration 
capacity, including computer-based test taking devices and bandwidth, and exploring possible 
scenarios for addressing those gaps.  This tool could aid schools in determining whether PED’s 
proposed testing window would be feasible under existing resources. 
 
PED also notes that it will be doing another round of technology and device readiness surveys 
from mid-August into September which will provide PED a more current device-to-student ratio.  
According to PED, they have preliminary data that indicates the current1

 

 device-to-student ratio 
can support the proposed two-week window of administration. 

If, as the preliminary data from PED suggests, the device to student ratio can support the 
proposed testing window, the outstanding question would be whether available bandwidth can 
currently support that device-to-student ratio.  Although the answer to this question is currently 
unknown, the PED survey along with surveys conducted by the ITAG and DoIT might provide 
the answer. 
 
Paper-based Tests 
 
According to PARCC, paper-and-pencil tests will be available in at least the first year, school 
year 2014-2015.  The paper tests are projected to cost $3.00 to $4.00 more per student than the 
regular computer-based PARCC tests because of “additional costs required for shipping and 
receiving; printing, scanning, scoring, and distributing the paper-and-pencil tests; and keeping 
them secure.” 
                                                 
1 It is unclear whether PED’s projection of “current” device-to-student ratios includes any devices purchased with 
the $5.2 million special appropriation within the General Appropriation Act of 2013 (Laws 2013, Ch. 227). 
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Depending on the severity of any technological shortfalls, it could possibly be more cost-
effective to use paper tests for at least a portion of the state’s public schools in the first year.  
Until the level of necessary technological upgrades is defined, however, it is difficult to perform 
a precise cost analysis.  The tight timeline, under which those upgrades, including possible 
capital improvement projects, must occur, might necessitate the use of paper tests in some 
schools anyway. 
 
It is unclear whether issues might arise about the comparability of PARCC assessments between 
computer- and paper-based tests.  Academic research appears to be inconclusive as to whether 
scores between paper-based, linear computer-based, and computer adaptive tests are comparable.  
If the scores are not comparable, this could have implications for both the A-F school grades and 
teacher/principal evaluations that rely heavily on those test scores. 
 
COMPREHENSIVE TECHNOLOGY PLANS FOR SCHOOLS 
 
An important distinction can be drawn between legislative actions to ensure PARCC readiness 
and actions that promote comprehensive technology plans for schools.  Although requirements 
for PARCC assessments may be incorporated into strategic technology plans, it is uncertain 
whether the results of such comprehensive planning will come to fruition before testing must 
begin.  However, this should not discount the importance of engaging in this long-term strategic 
planning. 
 
One group at the forefront of those efforts is PSFA’s Information Technology Advisory Group 
(ITAG), which includes members from numerous stakeholder groups.  Among its other goals, 
ITAG seeks to identify and define the appropriate technologies needed by New Mexico schools, 
while encouraging the integration of technology plans into districts’ Facilities Master Plans.  
Many of ITAG’s goals are complementary to the DoIT’s New Mexico Broadband Program, 
which focuses on broadband connectivity across multiple sectors within the state. 
 
In addition to those initiatives, several pieces of proposed legislation in the 2013 legislative 
session sought to further information technology goals for schools, such as: 
 

• S 569a, School District Telecommunication Access, Sen. Sapien – would have created a 
new section for the Public School Finance Act requiring the Public Education 
Department to:  provide telecommunications access for all school districts and charter 
schools; coordinate with the DoIT, the Public School Capital Outlay Oversight Task 
Force, the Legislative Finance Committee (LFC), and the LESC to study the educational 
opportunity and economic development potential of access; and present a report to the 
LFC and the LESC by July 31 of each year. (Did not pass) 

 
The following three bills proposed to amend the Public School Code and the Public School 
Capital Outlay Act to allocate capital outlay funds to purchase educational technology 
equipment, which could have also addressed equipment needs for the PARCC assessment, 
specifically: 
 

• CS/S 620, Education Technology Equipment, Sen. Sapien – would have amended the 
Public School Capital Outlay Act to provide for allocations from the Public School 
Capital Outlay Fund for education technology equipment; and required the Public School 
Capital Outlay Council to prepare and submit a report on the progress of all funded 
projects to the Public Education Commission, the Governor, the LESC, and the 
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Legislative Finance Committee, no later than December 15 of each year. [Identical to 
CS/H 660] (Did not pass)  

 
• CS/H 660, Education Technology Equipment, Rep. Stewart – would have amended the 

Public School Capital Outlay Act to provide for allocations from the Public School 
Capital Outlay Fund for education technology equipment; and required the Public School 
Capital Outlay Council to prepare and submit a report on the progress of all funded 
projects to the Public Education Commission, the Governor, the LESC, and the 
Legislative Finance Committee, no later than December 15 of each year. [Identical to 
CS/S 620] (Did not pass) 

 
• CS/S 147a, Education Technology Definitions, Sen. Candelaria – would have amended 

the definitions of “education technology” and “education technology equipment” as those 
terms are used in the Public School Code and set a cap on educational technology 
expenditures. (Vetoed) 

 
POLICY OPTIONS 
 
For the committee’s consideration, the following policy considerations are provided: 
 
(1) Form a 2014 interim Education Technology Subcommittee. 
 
The committee may wish to consider forming an Education Technology Subcommittee during the 
next interim.  In addition to studying the technology needs of schools, the subcommittee could 
work with stakeholder groups, such as ITAG, in the formation of proposed legislation for 
possible committee endorsement. 
 
(2) Explore the use of paper-based assessments. 
 
The committee may wish to consider exploring the use of paper-based PARCC assessments as a 
stopgap measure for certain schools until broader technology plans can be implemented to 
address computer-based testing requirements. 
 
(3) Request that PED provide PARCC-readiness status reports. 
 
The committee may wish to consider requesting that PED present information from its planned 
technology surveys at a future interim meeting in advance of the FY 15 budget-making process. 
Such a presentation could inform the Legislature in its allocation of resources to address this 
near-term problem. 
 
BACKGROUND 
 
PARCC 
 
In 1967, legislation was enacted requiring the State Board of Education (now PED) to prescribe 
standards for all public schools in the state, including curriculum, academic content, and 
performance standards. 
 
In 2001, in order to receive Title I funds, each state was required to: 
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• adopt rigorous content and academic achievement standards; and 
• implement an accountability system based on a system of annual assessments aligned 

with those standards and approved by the US Department of Education for all students in 
grades 3 through 8 and once in high school in reading/language arts and mathematics. 

 
In 2007 and 2008, in connection with the LESC’s study of high school redesign, and supported 
by an appropriation to the LESC, New Mexico joined the American Diploma Project.  This effort 
spearheaded by Achieve, Inc., provided states with a formal process to revise their mathematics 
and English/language arts (ELA) standards so they are aligned with the expectations of college 
and careers.  A state team that included staff from the LESC, PED, and the Higher Education 
Department, as well as faculty from state public secondary and postsecondary institutions, spent 
18 months reviewing and revising the state standards.  The revised math standards were adopted 
in PED rule in June 2009, and the ELA standards in September 2009. 
 
Meanwhile, in June 2009, the National Governors Association (NGA) and the Council of Chief 
State School Officers (CCSSO) announced the launch of the nationwide, state-led CCSS 
initiative to give educators direction about what all children need to succeed in college and the 
workplace, and to allow states to share best practices that, it is hoped, will dramatically improve 
teaching and learning. 
 
In June 2010, LESC staff reported to the committee that the Governor and the Secretary-
designate of Public Education had signed a memorandum of agreement in May 2009 with the 
NGA and the CCSSO, along with other states and the District of Columbia, to develop common 
standards in ELA and mathematics for grades K-12. 
 
According to the NGA, the standards were designed to be: 
 

• aligned with college and work expectations; 
• clear, understandable, and consistent; 
• based on rigorous content and application of knowledge through high-order skills; 
• built upon strengths and lessons of current state standards; 
• internationally benchmarked; that is, informed by other top-performing countries, so that 

all students are prepared to succeed in our global economy and society; and 
• evidence-based. 

 
School year 2012-2013 was the first year the new standards were implemented in New Mexico, 
starting with grades K-3.  Full implementation is expected during school year 2014-2015, with 
the full rollout of the PARCC exam to replace the New Mexico Standards-based Assessment. 
 
ITAG 
 
According to the PSFA, New Mexico Public School Capital Outlay Council funding for 
renovation and new school construction projects provides for basic technology infrastructure 
within the facility.  While the amount of internal infrastructure is based on the aggregate of needs 
as defined by the district and school’s educational technology plan, the addition of requirements 
for online testing of students has created a need to elevate functional ability of schools to handle 
an increasing load on internet bandwidth and internal infrastructure. 
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The PSFA has created an advisory group – ITAG – in preparation for the increased information 
technology needs for New Mexico public schools.  According to ITAG, the group is 
recommending the funding and authorization of a comprehensive evaluation of bandwidth 
capacity and technology infrastructure requirements for public schools statewide for the first half 
of school year 2013-2014. 
 
According to PSFA, ITAG is an inter-disciplinary body set up by the PSFA as a forum for issues 
and discussion related to the provision of educational technology infrastructure in New Mexico 
public school buildings. 
 
Federal E-Rate Program 
 
“E‐Rate” is a common term used in place of the “Schools and Libraries Program” administered 
by the Universal Service Administrative Company (USAC) under the direction of the Federal 
Communication Corporation (FCC).  E‐Rate provides discounts to schools and libraries for 
eligible telecommunications products and services. 
 
As reported during a 2012 LESC interim meeting: 
 

• the E-Rate program is administered by the USAC under the direction of the FCC; 
• the E-Rate program supports connectivity for communications using telecommunications 

services and/or the Internet; 
• schools and districts that wish to receive E-Rate funding must prepare a technology plan, 

which delineates how information technology and telecommunications infrastructure will 
be used to achieve educational goals, specific curriculum reforms, or library service 
improvements; 

• eligible schools must also provide additional resources, including end-user equipment 
such as computers or telephones, software, professional development, and other elements 
that are necessary to utilize the connectivity funded by the E-Rate program; 

• discounts for support, ranging from 20 percent to 90 percent of the costs of eligible 
services, depend on the level of poverty (free- and reduced-fee lunch program status by 
school) and the urban/rural status of the population served; and 

• service providers bill the E-Rate program for the discount portion of the services they 
provide schools and districts, and are required to bill schools and districts for the non-
discount portion. 

 
Recent changes have been proposed to the E-Rate program by the White House to meet the 
federal ConnectED initiative.  According to a White House fact sheet, the ConnectEd initiative 
has the following focus areas: 
 

• connecting America’s schools; 
• improving teaching; and 
• unleashing private-sector innovation. 

 
In the fact sheet, the White House indicates that the ConnectED initiative will, within five year, 
connect 99 percent of America’s students through next-generation broad band and high-speed 
wireless in their schools and libraries. 
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As a first step in the Connect ED initiative, the FCC has issued a notice of proposed rule 
changes, colloquially referred to as “E-Rate 2.0.”  According to a July 19, 2013 press release, the 
FCC initiated a thorough review and modernization of the E-rate program built around three 
goals: 
 

• increased broadband capacity:  
• cost-effective purchasing; and  
• streamlined program administration. 

 
Comments on the FCC’s notice of proposed rule-making are to be submitted to the FCC is 
September 16, 2013. 
 
2012 LESC Interim Testimony 
 
At its November 2012 interim meeting, the LESC heard testimony from several sources 
regarding computer-based testing for the PARCC assessment. 
 
The Chief Information Officer and Director of Business Systems, Albuquerque Public Schools 
(APS), testified that the assessment being developed by PARCC is based on newer technology 
than the school districts are currently using.  While the specifications are being rolled out in three 
phases, the first phase had already shown that more than half of the APS computers do not meet 
the PARCC minimum technical standards.  This testimony further noted that APS intended to 
roll out an information technology improvement plan in two phases, the second of which was 
pending additional PARCC specifications. 
 
Testimony by CenturyLink provided an overview of the company and its plan to invest $60.0 
million in New Mexico over the next several years, in addition to the $400 million that the 
company invested in the last five years.  This testimony also noted that the company had added 
fiber Internet speeds to 100,000 customers in the last year; that it has ensured that high-speed 
Internet is available to at least 75 percent of households in rural New Mexico; and that 
CenturyLink had been planning to deploy high-speed Internet to areas currently without service 
via the Connect America Fund. 
 
Testimony by the Chief Information Officer, Public School Facilities Authority, described the 
work of the ITAG, which had been recently focusing on three particular areas: 
 

• technology plans and their relationship to facilities master plans; 
• technology adequacy standards; and 
• broadband needs that are required to support the educational program delivery. 

 
This testimony also addressed the information technology challenges that public schools face, 
among them: 
 

• the ability to meet technology requirements for the CCSS; 
• the need for groups to meet the needs and requirements of their respective programs; 
• the lack of a clear understanding of all technology requirements and needs; and 
• the absence of standards or guidelines to define adequate broadband service to support 

education programs and facilities. 
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A representative of the E-Rate Division of the International Computer Corporation testified that 
the E-Rate program is funded through a tax on each phone and Internet connection, the revenue 
of which is provided for schools and libraries to fund Internet and phone connections through a 
reimbursement process.  Through this program, libraries and schools in New Mexico collected 
$36.0 million in 2012 and $31.0 million in 2011. 
 
Finally, the Chief Information Officer, Information Technology Division, PED, testified that the 
department has been working with ITAG and with school districts; and had recently completed a 
technology survey of school districts. 
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