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COMMENTS OF HANDS AND VOICES


Hands & Voices (“H&V”) hereby submits its written comments in response to the joint request of the National Telecommunications and Information Administration (“NTIA”) and the Rural Utilities Service (“RUS”) request for information issued on March 10, 2009.
  


I.
INTRODUCTION


Hands & Voices is a nationwide non-profit organization dedicated to supporting families and their children who are deaf or hard of hearing, as well as the professionals who serve them. It is a parent-driven, parent/professional collaborative group that is unbiased towards communication modes and methods. Its diverse membership includes those who are deaf, hard of hearing, and hearing impaired and their families who communicate orally, with signs, cue, and/or combined methods. H&V exists to provide families with the resources, networks and information they need to improve communication access and education outcomes and social successes for their children and to help deaf and hard of hearing children reach their highest potential.  Additionally, members of H&V are often members of various related organizations such as the National Association of the Deaf, the Alexander Graham Bell Society, and the American Society for Deaf Children

H&V currently has existing and provisional chapters in 37 states and 4 countries outside the United States plus additional chapters in start-up stage.    It has and does serve many thousands of people, parents, families, children and students who are deaf or in some way impacted by deafness or loss of hearing, and the teachers, counselors, schools and other professionals who support the deaf and hard of hearing community..  

II. COMMENTS
H&V is focused primarily on one aspect of the public comment invitation the agencies put out in March.  Specifically H&V will respond to question #6, related to the use of funds under the Innovative Programs to Encourage Sustainable Adoption of Broadband Services and the definitions of “unserved” and “underserved” as it relates to the constituents H&V represents.  

III.
INNOVATIVE PROGRAMS FUNDING
In regard to Innovative Programs to Encourage Sustainable Adoption of Broadband Services, the NTIA and RUS asked “what selection criteria should be applied to ensure the success of this program?” 

Selection Criteria

We believe that specific and measurable criteria should be used to evaluate proposals worthy of receiving funding, along with the types of groups, end users and end uses that proposals will support with Recovery Act funds.  Proposals that meet stated objectives of the Act along with supporting specifically named unserved and/or underserved groups should receive favorable review for funding requests.  


The Recovery Act has multiple stated goals and objectives.  For our purposes we believe Innovative Grant proposals should meet the following specific criteria:

Education of Students who are Deaf and Hard of Hearing  and their Families

We firmly believe one of the major opportunities to encourage the sustainable use of broadband technology is in the classroom and through ongoing educational instruction.  To that end we support final drafting of the grant rules to include specific criteria looking favorably upon submissions that seek to bring innovative and supportive technology to the classroom and/or the educational process. 

Submissions that bring basic and enhanced educational opportunities to low-income, socially and economically disadvantaged populations, rural students and geographically isolated populations – both in the classroom, at home and in a mobile setting- should receive favorable consideration from the agencies.  In particular, proposals emphasizing improved educational opportunities through broadband based services for the deaf and hard of hearing community should be given favorable consideration.  This large underserved segment of our society represents approximately 10% of our total population and often falls into the low income and socially and economically disadvantaged population in America as well.  Education opportunities remain scarce and inadequate and levels of educational achievement for deaf and hard of hearing students remain too low for these students to achieve reasonable opportunities to participate in, and contribute to, society.  This is true in all geographic regions of the United States but is a particularly difficult problem in rural areas within the United States.   Technical applications and broadband services that can be used in the educational field through the use of broadband Internet facilities have the potential of significantly impacting both the availability and quality of education for deaf and hard of hearing students in all geographic regions of the United States, especially the rural areas where high quality teachers, facilities and education are difficult to secure. 

In addition, technical applications can also be utilized to provide parent and family information, dissemination, and support, and submissions for funding should receive favorable consideration that include this feature. 
Enhancing the Internet Experience and Usefulness

We believe special consideration should be given to service ideas that enhance and encourage mobile broadband, as well as traditional broadband service.  Innovative proposals that seek to specifically bring new or expanded services to traditionally ignored groups like the persons who are deaf and hard of hearing and their families should be automatically considered as eligible for funding under this specific grant pool.
Measuring Success

Given the overall stated objectives contained in the Recovery Act, along with the final selection criteria to be adopted by the agencies, we feel the measurement of success in funding innovative grant proposals should be able to demonstrate:

(1) Education - If there is an educational component to an innovative grant proposal, recipients should report on; 

a. the types of educational programs supported with the funds

b. the number of students taking part

c. the geographic distribution and spread of such students

d. any successful metrics easily available on the academic progress of students in the program

e. the level of education being offered by the program

f. whether and how many special needs, learning disabled or students with other impairments, such as those who are deaf or hard of hearing, benefit and at what level;

g. amount and type of support and information provided to the families of such students

(2) Enhancing the Experience and Usefulness

a. Can the applicant demonstrate in a non-biased way that a user experience was truly enhanced?
b. Can the applicant demonstrate in a non-biased way that the proposal was truly useful for multiple purposes and for multiple end users?
c. Did the proposal reach out to historically unserved and underserved populations like the deaf and hard of hearing for jobs creation, education, entertainment and for other purposes?
DEFINITIONS

NTIA and RUS have specifically asked for input on the definition of the terms “unserved” and “underserved” as it relates to the Recovery Act funding for broadband.  In addition to the need to define these terms on the basis of geography (e.g. cities, states, rural, urban, etc.), or the specific type of delivery mechanism for broadband (dial-up vs satellite vs fiber), the terms “unserved” and “underserved” should take into consideration segments or groups within our society, such as the deaf and hard of hearing, who need special consideration in terms of equal accessibility to important services and education needs due to their physical handicap.  For example, innovative technologies utilizing broadband services can be deployed to provide significantly improved access through mobile applications and otherwise for the deaf and hard of hearing communities.  Other grant ideas may be brought to the forefront to assist people who are deaf and hard of hearing in important social amenities and educational opportunities.  Innovative technologies that provide students who are deaf and hard of hearing with a better in-class or remote educational experience, in a more efficient manner, should be given highest priority consideration for funding under the Recovery Act.  


For rural students in school districts with limited resources, or in those districts that are so small that they lack the resources to provide specialized classes for special needs students or even for students seeking advance placement to college courses, they remain “unserved”.  This is true for both deaf or hard of hearing students and hearing students.  This may not be due to a lack of physical broadband, but rather due to a lack of creative and innovative funding options to more effectively use broadband for the benefit of those students.   


The main point of these and countless other examples is that for purposes of the Innovative Grant proposals the terms “unserved” and “underserved” should not be limited to geographic location or the way in which broadband is delivered. Rather, the definition should be expanded to include end users, who are unserved or underserved from a basic or value-added service perspective, especially populations such as the deaf and hearing impaired.

IN GENERAL


We believe that while Congress provided that “no less than $250,000,000” shall be set aside for innovative grants, we encourage the agencies to seek unique and creative means of leveraging these dollars to provide even more funding.  The need for high quality educational opportunities for the deaf and hard of hearing communities is significantly underserved (or unserved in many communities across the United States).  This situation could be significantly impacted by funding made available for broadband services and technologies that enhance the current educational processes available to students who are deaf and hard of hearing. and their families.  We would also encourage the agencies not to put an overall cap on the dollar amount one submission may seek since the cost of scalability and outreach for truly innovative and successful ideas can be large.  In order to encourage an open atmosphere and to get the best possible range of ideas on the table the agencies should provide for no upper bound on the amount of funding a grant applicant is requesting.

CONCLUSION


We thank the agencies for the opportunity to respond with comments in this historic movement forward for our country.  We believe it is critical that the agencies adopt rules to foster truly creative grant ideas that create new opportunities for education and improved education for special needs groups such as persons who are deaf and hard of hearing and their families and that leverage partnerships between technology and service companies and organizations such as Hands & Voices, the National Association of the Deaf, the Alexander Graham Bell Society, the American Society for Deaf Children, and other similar organizations to help assure the maximum impact of funding made available under the Recovery Act that would benefit persons who are deaf and hard of hearing.  As it relates to unserved and underserved areas, we believe agencies must look at specific sub-populations that are varied and often overlooked rather than just looking at technical delivery definitions or large swaths of geography. By doing this these funds can be used to further close the Digital Divide in America among various user groups.  
Sincerely,
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Cheryl DeConde Johnson, Ed.D.

President, Board of Directors,

Hands & Voices

PO Box 3093

Boulder, CO 80307

www.handsandvoices.org
cheryl@colorado.edu
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