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HEARING NOTES

[bookmark: Dropdown5]:  20-0083


Baltimore City Public Schools – Internet Access for 2020-2021

Committee:  
[bookmark: Dropdown15][bookmark: Dropdown12]Chaired By:   

Hearing Date:  	August 27, 2020
[bookmark: Text20]Time (Beginning):	5:00 p.m.	
Time (Ending):	8:34 p.m.
Location: 		Webex Virtual Hearing 
Total Attendance:	~75
Committee Members in Attendance:	
	        			


[bookmark: Check4][bookmark: Check2][bookmark: Check3]Bill Synopsis in the file?	|_| yes    |_| no    |_| n/a
[bookmark: Check5]Attendance sheet in the file?	|_| yes    |_| no    |_| n/a
[bookmark: Check6]Agency reports read?	|_| yes    |_| no    |_| n/a
[bookmark: Check7]Hearing televised or audio-digitally recorded?	|_| yes    |_| no    |_| n/a
[bookmark: Check8]Certification of advertising/posting notices in the file?	|_| yes    |_| no    |_| n/a
[bookmark: Check9]Evidence of notification to property owners?	|_| yes    |_| no    |_| n/a
Final vote taken at this hearing?	|_| yes    |_| no    |_| n/a
Motioned by:	
Seconded by:	 
Final Vote:	



Major Speakers
(This is not an attendance record.)

· President Brandon Scott
· Dr. Sonja Santelises, Chief Executive Officer, Baltimore City Public Schools System
· Ms. Kimberly Vasquez, Student, Baltimore City Public Schools (Baltimore City College) and Students for Organizing a Multicultural & Open Society (SOMOS)
· Ms. Yashira Morillo, Student, Baltimore City Public Schools (Baltimore City College) and Students for Organizing a Multicultural & Open Society (SOMOS)
· Mr. Joe Kane, President, Parent and Community Advisory Board (PCAB), Baltimore City Public Schools
· Mr. Antoine Banks, Government and Regulatory Affairs, Comcast
· Ms. Misty Allen, Representative, Comcast
· Ms. Franca Muller Paz, Baltimore Teachers Union
· Ms. Natasha Escobar, Teacher, Baltimore City College High School
· Adam Bouhmad, Project Waves Mesh Network
· Mr. Johnathan Moore, Rowdy Orbit
· Mr. Andrew Coy, Baltimore Digital Equity Coalition
· Mr. Don Fry, Greater Baltimore Committee
· Mr. Roger Schulman, Fund for Educational Excellence




Major Issues Discussed

1. Councilman Cohen opened the hearing and introduced committee members and President Scott.  He stated that the purpose of the hearing was to have a discussion with stakeholders to determine how to provide all students with access to internet service for learning. Internet access must be provided and treated as a utility.

2. President Scott gave opening remarks and expressed his commitment to addressing the dire need for internet access for all students and for keeping students safe during the COVID-19 pandemic.

3. Ms. Kimberly Vasquez and Yashira Morillo spoke about their experience with the use of internet access via Comcast.  They expressed the need for Comcast to improve access and the quality of high-speed internet services.  They also thanked the City for transferring $3 million from the Children and Youth Fund to help with student internet access.

4. Mr. Joe Kane talked about how Baltimore’s digital divide and COVID-19 have impacted student learning and parent responsibilities. He challenged Comcast to assist with supporting initiatives that help Baltimore City schools.  Councilmembers questioned Mr. Kane.

5. Mr. Antoine Banks spoke about Comcast’s commitment to Baltimore City.  He indicated that he would provide a handout (see handout in bill file). 

Ms. Misty Allen spoke about the services Comcast provides to the City.  She also spoke about Baltimore’s digital divide.  Comcast implemented the Internet Essentials program (see presentation in bill folder) which also includes free digital literacy & skills development.  Comcast also partners with non-profits to address barriers to internet access by focusing on affordability, access to technology and digital literacy.  She also indicated that Comcast has improved its speed/bandwidth to comply with Federal Communication Commission’s high-speed broadband guidelines.

Councilmembers questioned Mr. Banks and Ms. Allen about: 
· the need for data regarding the number of households that have internet coverage, as well as, internet connectivity and FCC speeds (Ms. Allen to provide data);
· collaborations and partnerships with other municipalities in closing the digital divide;
· providing higher internet speeds;
· extension of the free 60-day trial period for the Internet Essentials program through BCPS’ COVID-19 virtual learning phases;
· providing hotspots for households and wireless connectivity;
· Comcast’s franchise agreement; 
· Waiving bad debt to allow eligibility and access to Comcast’s internet services;
· Deposits and credit checks for the Internet Essentials Program;
· Maximum internet speeds under the Internet Essentials Program;
· Partnerships in other municipalities (i.e. Philadelphia, Atlanta and Chicago);
· Internet technology as a utility;
· Equity in providing internet services.

6. Dr. Sonja Santelises provided a presentation (see bill file) and spoke about BCPS’ technical readiness and the fall reopening plan.  She discussed device distribution and internet access for students.  The goal is that students and staff have devices (Chromebooks, tablets, laptops or computers and hotspots) to use to access virtual learning.  BCPS will assist charter schools with supplying devices and hotspots.  BCPS is working with Comcast to provide internet service.  BCPS is also working with TMobile to provide hotspots.

Councilmembers asked questions about:
· Communications regarding internet access between Comcast, BCPS and other stakeholders
· Fundraising initiatives
· Strategies for communicating information to parents
· Social distancing during pick-up of devices
· Best virtual teaching methods to accommodate all types and levels of learning
· Faith-based institutions, businesses and BCPS were challenged to support and assist schools
· Focused discussion about public education and the ability to fully educate students. (Parents may begin to opt for alternative teaching methods outside of public and charter schools.)
· and the need for sufficient funds to provide internet service to all students for the entire school year due to the nature of the pandemic.

7. Ms. Natasha Escobar spoke about internet access for student learning.  She pointed out the inadequacy of current internet bandwidth and speeds.

8. Ms. Franca Mueller Paz spoke about sharing Comcast’s profits; improvements to internet speed; nature of requests to have parents pay for internet services during the pandemic; digital redlining; and Comcast’s definition of partnerships with other municipalities.  She pointed out the need for Comcast to help parents. 

 
9. Mr. Adam Bouhmad spoke about wireless internet services.  He pointed out that Project Wave has helped families in Baltimore.  Internet access is a human right.

10. Mr. Johnathan Moore spoke about reliance on a single provider and how that can lead to a disparity.  Reliance on a single provider should be remedied.  He also spoke about the digital divide.  He encourages Baltimore to set a standard higher than what is required for internet access infrastructure, devices and services.

11. Mr. Andrew Coy spoke about the role of internet access as an election or a utility.  He also discussed the need to improve the City’s franchise agreement with Comcast in order to benefit students. He suggested that the City issue a report card of data for Comcast on its ability to provide the type of internet services needed to address Baltimore’s digital divide.

12. Mr. Donald Fry spoke about the importance of broadband to the City for virtual learning and telework.  He commended BCPS for its efforts in securing devices for students.  He indicated that many businesses partnered with BCPS to supply internet devices so that all students would be prepared for the start of school.  He shared that the business community wanted to partner with BCPS for long-term solutions.

13. [bookmark: _GoBack]Mr. Roy Schulman spoke about the partnership between BCPS and the Fund for Educational Excellence (FEE), which raised $2.1. million to help with BCPS’s emergency needs.  The vast majority of the funds were used for technology and to help purchase devices for Baltimore school students. He commended stakeholders (BCPS, businesses, students, parents, etc.) for unifying and forming partnerships to address the needs of the City during the pandemic.  He pointed out that there should not be a normalized dependency on BCPS leadership to figure out how and from where to obtain resources to provide internet infrastructure, devices and services needed to create a setting for virtual learning. Partnerships with internet providers are not free to municipalities.]

14. The committee opened the hearing for public testimony.

15. The hearing was adjourned.





Further Study

Was further study requested?					|_| Yes    |_| No
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Jennifer L. Coates, Committee Staff					Date:  August 31, 2020

cc:  Bill File
       OCS Chrono File
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