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BROADBAND APPLICATIONS

Online materials from Khan Academy will 
become an essential part of high school 
students’ preparation for the SAT exams. 

Filling the Homework Gap 
Students need better bandwidth now more than ever.

By Rollie Cole / Sagamore Institute for Policy Research

FCC Commissioner Jessica Rosenworcel 
spoke at the 2015 South by Southwest 
EDU (SXSWedu) conference about the 

homework gap – the inability of many K–12 
students to complete their schoolwork because 
they do not have adequate internet connectivity 
at home. 

In 2016, SXSWedu featured at least three 
major developments that will make this gap 
even more painful and demand that it be closed 
sooner rather than later. All require “adequate” 
broadband, and the measure of adequate, 
in terms of both speed and reliability, keeps 
increasing. (Many articles in this magazine have 
shown that fiber technology is best, now and  
in the foreseeable future, for providing speed 
and reliability.)

KHAN ACADEMY ONLINE 
PREPARATION FOR COLLEGE 
BOARD TESTS
The president of the College Board and the 
founder of Khan Academy spoke on a panel 
about the new format of the College Board SAT 
(formerly Scholastic Aptitude Test) and SAT 
Subject Tests (formerly Achievement Tests). 
The College Board has pledged to make sure 
it tests for what students should have learned 
(achievement), not for innate aptitude. To this 

end, it announced a formal working relationship 
with Khan Academy, publisher of online self-
study materials.

Khan Academy is to provide materials, 
readily available only via the internet, designed to 
prepare students to do well on the College Board 
tests. The old tests generated some controversy, 
and some colleges no longer require them, but at 
least one-third of all U.S. high school seniors still 
take them. The panelists said they hoped the new 
test format, coupled with the Khan materials, 
would increase the percentage of students who 
take the tests. They would like students to take 
the preliminary test in late freshman or early 
sophomore year and then use the Khan materials 
to fill gaps and practice for doing well on the 
final tests. (The College Board is also removing 
any scoring penalty for retakes, encouraging 
students to take the tests until they get the scores 
they want or need. What was once “cheating” is 
now “practice.”) 

Using the Khan Academy materials only at 
school will presumably not be enough to raise 
students’ scores. To be competitive, students 
must spend time on the materials when school 
is not in session and even when school buildings 
are closed.

MARKETING FOR MID-LEVEL 
INSTITUTIONS OF HIGHER 
EDUCATION
Several SXSWedu speakers said that although 
community colleges and high-prestige 
institutions were generally doing fine, all the 
rest needed to “up their game,” perhaps just to 
stay operating. Two major strategies available to 
these institutions are internet-based. 
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One is increased communications 
between students and institutions 
– students’ getting the word out 
about their interests and skills and 
institutions’ getting the word out about 
what they can offer and which students 
would benefit from their offerings. The 
bulk of this activity, by both students 
and institutions, is online – with 
sound, video and other bandwidth-
demanding resources. Students with 
poor broadband will miss the ability 
to market themselves and will miss the 
marketing by institutions that might be 
a very good fit for them. 

The second strategy is for institutions 
to offer more courses that are entirely or 
partially online. Online course offerings 
are not new, but SXSWedu showed 
that the quantity and quality of online 
courses are increasing. Although entirely 
online courses were widely publicized 
a few years ago, electronic supplements 
to traditional offerings are more evident 
this year. Some or all lectures might be 
video recordings; some or all labs might 
be electronic simulations; some or all 
textbook materials might be electronic; 
some or all student work might be 
submitted, graded, recorded and 
returned online.

TEACHERS AND FACULTY
The third development concerns teachers 
more than students. Many professional 
development tools for K–12 teachers 
are moving online, and many research 
tools for higher-education faculty are 
doing the same. Again, school time, and 
the time school buildings are open, is 
not sufficient for professionals to use all 
these tools. They can really use access 
at home. One might call this a “faculty 
homework gap.”

Remote and poor schools often 
have inferior internet connectivity 
and are located in areas that have 
inferior internet connectivity. Similarly, 

remote and poor institutions of higher 
education are in the same situation – 
connectivity is poor both in the school 
buildings and outside. The University of 
Texas can offer gigabit fiber to its dorms 
and its other school buildings and can 
serve as a node into the wider network 
for private student and faculty housing 
built nearby. A school or college that 
lacks its own robust connectivity is not 
likely to be able to help areas around it.

This problem is not limited to 
education. Medical buildings, even 
hospitals that have federal funding 
to help install and operate robust 
connections, are sometimes prohibited 

by law from helping their doctors 
and other staff connect from home or 
nonhospital buildings, such as private 
clinics – even as remote diagnosis and 
service becomes increasingly feasible 
where connectivity exists.

SUMMARY
SXSWedu provides a great showcase 
for products and services that make 
use of robust connectivity and provides 
dramatic use cases of those products and 
services in action. But for many places 
in the United States and the rest of the 
world, these are great examples of what 
could be if only robust connectivity were 
available. Perhaps the knowledge of what 
could be will offer powerful incentives 
for expanding connectivity. v

Rollie Cole is a senior fellow at the 
Sagamore Institute for Policy Research. 
You can reach him at rolliecole@gmail.
com.

Students need broadband access to learn 
about colleges, apply to colleges and complete 
college coursework.
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