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Background 

 

Across the nation, the majority of people have internet access readily available.  However, there is a 

digital divide, also known as connectivity deserts, in states that are rural, and on Indian reservations where 

access to the internet is limited or nonexistent.  Research describes the digital divide as, “ …consumer 

disparities in access to information and communication technologies based on age, gender, race and socio-

economic characteristics and geographic location.”  The digital divide also includes having limited or no 

access to a device that has capabilities to connect to the internet, based on research from the State 

Educational Technology Directors Association (SETDA).   

 

The ACT Center for Equity in Learning, a nonprofit organization committed to narrowing the 

achievement and equity gap, conducted the High School Students’ Access to and Use of Technology at 

Home and in School survey to determine students’ access to and use of technology for educational 

activities, both at home and in school.  The survey found “the percentage of students with access to only 

one device at home is substantially higher for underserved populations, such as those students with the 

lowest annual family income.”  Approximately 26 percent of Native American and African American 

families disclosed in the survey that they only had access to one device, while only eight percent of 

Caucasian and Asian families reported having access to one device.  Additionally, the findings from the 

survey revealed: (1) 19 percent of students from underserved backgrounds report having access to only 

one device at home; (2) 56 percent of students who say they have access to only one device at home 

indicated that it was a smartphone; (3) 24 percent of students who self-report their annual family income 

is below $36,000 also say they have access to only one device at home.  That compared to 5 percent of 

students from families with annual family income of about $100,000 who report having access to only 

one device; and (4) 24 percent of students who live in rural areas report having access to only one device, 

compared to 14 percent of those students who live in urban areas.  

 

Research from the Pew Research Center noted that 17 percent of teenagers feel they are not able to 

complete homework assignments due to the fact that they do not have dependable access to a device.  

These teenagers who do not have access to a dependable internet service at home state they find other 

places to complete their homework, such as free public Wifi locations.  Finally, a lack of access to the 

internet and a reliable device can hinder a student’s educational attainment.  Some research indicates that 

students who have access to a home device such as a computer are more likely to graduate from high 

school than their peers who do not have a home computer.  

 

The digital divide is further exacerbated in states like New Mexico, which has a large and rural land base, 

for individuals with lower incomes; for those who live far from urban areas, including in rural areas or on 

Indian reservations; and for individuals who do not have access to devices, even though the individual has 

http://aurak.ac.ae/publications/Closing-the-Digital-Divide-and-its-Impact-on-Minorities.pdf
https://www.setda.org/wp-content/uploads/2019/11/SETDA_Broadband-Imperative-III_110519.pdf
https://www.act.org/content/dam/act/unsecured/documents/R1692-technology-access-2018-08.pdf
https://blogs.edweek.org/edweek/DigitalEducation/2018/09/homework_gap_education_equity_ACT_survey.html?r=240466143
https://www.pewresearch.org/fact-tank/2018/10/26/nearly-one-in-five-teens-cant-always-finish-their-homework-because-of-the-digital-divide/
https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/abs/10.1111/j.1465-7295.2009.00218.x
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access to the internet in some capacity.  According to a 2016 report by the Federal Communications 

Commission (FCC), “Many Americans still lack access to advanced, high-quality voice, data, graphics 

and video offerings, especially in rural areas and on Tribal lands.”  Moreover, the report showed 41 

percent of Americans living on tribal lands lacked access to internet speeds necessary to do things such as 

video conferencing.  More than 430,000 people in the state – roughly 20 percent of the overall population 

and more than half of the state’s rural population, including most of the people living on tribal lands – 

lacked access to this level of advanced telecommunications capability or good internet service.   

 

Specifically, 80 percent of people who live in Indian Country in New Mexico do not have consistent 

access to high-speed broadband internet, according to information obtained from U.S. Senator Martin 

Heinrich’s office.  Internet service providers have long maintained it is not in the best interest of their 

companies to pursue expanding broadband services to tribal communities, who often times are sparsely 

populated, due to the high cost of infrastructure needs for a small number of end users.  As a result, tribal 

communities have endured a long and arduous road to obtaining broadband services in their respective 

communities.  Nonetheless, some tribes have been successful at advocating for their communities to 

obtain the funding and critical infrastructure needed to have access to the internet, including several 

Pueblos in the Middle Rio Grande Consortium.  

 

Home access to the internet is necessary for equitable access to educational resources.  This guidance 

document provides details on the short-term, mid-term, and long-term solutions for tribal communities as 

they face uncertainties resulting from the current pandemic.  

 

General Information  
 

There are a few things to be aware of during the development of the current situation.  First of all, the 

circumstances surrounding technology, along with many other aspects of daily life, are rapidly changing.  

The following are solutions to remedy the current state of affairs that is reflective of the information we 

have readily available now.  Aspects of the following solutions may be subject to change.  Moreover, the 

solutions mentioned in this guidance document are not all-inclusive and do not represent a formal or 

binding agreement requiring further action by the Public Education Department (PED).  This guidance 

document represents directions that can be taken in each specified time period.  

 

Internet services are available.  It is just a matter of finding the right solution for each tribal community.  

One size does not fit all when it comes to finding the specific solution.  There is assistance available to 

support in this effort to get tribal communities connected.  It is crucial to determine the proper location 

and identify the internet provider for each community, as well as what equipment is needed.  Moreover, 

the end-goal includes project management and adequate deployment planning, which means the short-

term solutions are just as important as the long-term solutions.  Once individuals on tribal land have 

access to the internet, it is imperative this also includes instructions about how to set up equipment, run 

certain applications (i.e. Zoom, Webex, Hangouts, etc.), and furnish technical support through a phone 

number, email, or a virtual help desk.  

 

It is important to keep in mind Governor Lujan Grisham’s executive orders 2020-004 and 2020-022 when 

implementing these solutions, especially when students are using publically available Wifi.  Most of the 

public Wifi that is available is “open,” thus it is important for parents or guardians to keep in mind that 

this open Wifi does not have filtering from the Children’s Internet Protection Act (CIPA), which is 

designed to protect children from harmful content on the internet. 

 

Investment in these solutions is at the forefront, which provides the opportunity for tribal students to have 

https://www.fcc.gov/reports-research/reports/broadband-progress-reports/2016-broadband-progress-report
https://www.heinrich.senate.gov/press-releases/heinrich-hosts-tribal-broadband-listening-session-in-santa-fe
https://www.hcn.org/articles/state-of-change-southwest-tribes-close-the-digital-divide-through-broadband
https://www.governor.state.nm.us/wp-content/uploads/2020/03/Executive-Order-2020-004.pdf
https://www.governor.state.nm.us/wp-content/uploads/2020/04/EO_2020_022.pdf
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access to internet services and devices in their tribal communities.  Technology equity and inclusion are 

essential during this time.  

 

Short-Term Solutions 

 

The short-term period includes the next few weeks leading to the end of the 2019-2020 school year, which 

for the majority of schools across state is the end of May. Focusing on this time frame, we suggest the 

following solutions to fill the needs of tribal communities in the short term.  The creative solutions used in 

the short term are necessary to fill the current needs, but are also required to have a life beyond the current 

closures of schools on tribal land.   

 

First of all, it is important for tribal communities to take an inventory of what they currently have in terms 

of access to the internet and appropriate devices.  They can identify all facilities with Wifi availability and 

request the Wifi to be on 24/7.  These facilities may include schools, tribal libraries, chapter houses, tribal 

governmental buildings, clinics, etc.  This also provides an instant opportunity for individuals to have 

access to the internet.  During this inventory, identification of communities or areas of the community 

without internet or satellite broadband service access can also be recorded.  These are prime areas that can 

be mobilized with temporary hotspots, assuming these are areas without terrestrial backhaul.  

 

Additionally, there are a number of options in the short-term that tribes can pursue, including enabling 

Wifi on buses and providing mobile hotspots and devices to students.  Some technology solutions such as 

mobile hot spots and certain devices have a high potential of being on back order, which means they 

would not be readily available; possibly not until later in the summer.  If there is a shortage of mobile 

hotspots, CradlePoint technology can be utilized to deploy Wifi on school buses that can be parked in 

areas without internet access.  

 

In the meantime, tribal students can be provided devices, including Chromebooks or laptops, to ensure 

their continuous learning amidst the COVID-19 pandemic.  As of April 10, 2020, approximately 23,398 

Native American students were in need of broadband capabilities and devices.  This number includes 

Native American students in public schools, with the exception of Albuquerque Public Schools, Rio 

Rancho Public Schools, and Santa Fe Public Schools; and Native American students in Bureau of Indian 

Education (BIE) operated schools and tribally-controlled schools.   

 

PED expects to finalize an initial order for Chromebooks and hotspots during the week of April 13, 2020.  

For further information on the costs and associated device agreements, please contact the Indian 

Education Division.   

 

Additionally, it is important to provide access to resources and training for teachers and students who are 

transitioning to online learning.  Some resources, including webinars and videos to help teachers shift 

their instruction online, can include the following: (1) ensuring that the department’s LCR curriculum is 

an integral part of the overall curriculum as students adapt to new teaching and instructional methods and 

technology; (2) information from the State Educational Technology Directors Association (SETDA) - a 

not-for-profit membership association launched by state education agency leaders in 2001 to serve, 

support, and represent their emerging interests and needs with respect to the use of technology for 

teaching, learning, and school operations – https://www.setda.org/main-coalitions/elearning/; (3) 

information from the Consortium for School Networking (CoSN) that empowers educational leaders to 

leverage technology to create engaging learning environments and provides the tools essential for their 

success – https://www.cosn.org/; (4) information from the Schools, Health & Libraries Broadband 

Coalition (SHLB) – a  nonprofit advocacy organization that strives to close the digital divide by 

promoting high-quality broadband for anchor institutions and their communities – 

https://www.setda.org/main-coalitions/elearning/
https://www.cosn.org/
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https://www.shlb.org/webinars; and (5) the Navajo Nation Tribal Utility Authority (NTUAW) and Sacred 

Wind are building free Wifi access in key locations.   

 

At the state level, PED, in collaboration with partner agencies, will continue to seek funding opportunities 

for short-term solutions and engage with internal and external experts on distance learning.  Additionally, 

staff from the New Mexico Department of Information Technology (DoIT) received information from 

Viasat, which currently manages Wifi in New Mexico State Parks, regarding options in the near future to 

install free Wifi hotspots, principally for students, in low income areas.  Viasat is currently working with 

other states, such as Nevada, to put Wifi in all school and library parking lots, using existing fiber, and is 

looking to convert school buses to become mobile Wifi hotspots, using both satellite and LTE cradle 

points. 

 

Mid-Term Solutions  

 

The mid-term period includes the summer and the 2020-2021 school year. Focusing on this time frame, 

the following solutions are suggested to fill the needs of tribal communities in the mid-term.   

 

Tribal communities can continue to identify students who still need access to broadband services and 

provide them with mobile hotspots or Wifi options.  The installation of Wifi on buses deployed to areas of 

need will still need to take place during the mid-term time period.  Additionally, tribal communities can 

begin a more extensive analysis that links students’ needs to hotspots in designated provider service 

coverage areas while making assurances that the students have devices.  Tribal communities can engage 

internet providers to deploy hotspots on existing infrastructure, including on towers, windmills, etc.; 

and/or mobile systems.  Finally, the FCC is providing tribes with a 2.5 GHz rural tribal window, with 

priority given specifically to tribes through August 3, 2020.  This window is a unique opportunity for 

tribes in rural areas to directly access unassigned spectrum over their tribal lands, subject to buildout 

requirements.  The 2.5 GHz band is suitable for both mobile coverage and fixed point-to-point uses and is 

currently used to provide the broadband service by legacy educational licensees and commercial providers 

that lease the spectrum.  Depending on tribal needs, the 2.5 GHz band can play an important role in the 

deployment of broadband and other advanced communications services on tribal land.  Tribes can find 

more detailed information on how to apply at https://www.fcc.gov/25-ghz-rural-tribal-window.  

 

Tribes and PED, in partnership with external partners or partner agencies, can do the following: (1) 

advocate for wider adoption of the Educational Broadband Spectrum and TV White Space opportunities 

where possible; (2) submit ex-parte letters to the FCC on proposed policy changes to ensure the long-term 

viability of the federal E-Rate program; (3) coordinate with other tribes across the state so that education, 

public safety needs, and health care needs can be addressed with increased broadband capacity; and (4) 

continue to work in collaboration with the BIE to improve connectivity at BIE schools in the state. The 

BIE would envision high-speed fiber networks, but is not willing to apply for special construction 

funding, as far as department staff is aware.  In addition, a long-term goal would be the provision to 

provide at least 1 Gbps fiber circuits to each of the BIE schools.  Moreover, additional research, including 

where feasible, alternative technologies (i.e. TV White Space, Education Broadband Spectrum, Digital 

Microwave, and Satellite) is needed.   

 

In addition, PED can focus on the development of a systematic approach to the digital divide and updates 

to the department’s Educational Technology Plan.  Additionally, the department can determine the 

professional development needs for educators using technology in education.  

 

Generally, the following elements would need to be addressed in a comprehensive way in the state as a 

whole: (1) support for and the establishment of community wireless in tribal areas; (2) support policies at 

https://www.shlb.org/webinars
https://www.fcc.gov/25-ghz-rural-tribal-window
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the federal level for improved mapping that does not use census blocks for defining connectivity; (3) 

Review and support (or not) federal policy changes that impact E-Rate funding and other funding streams 

for K-12 education; and (4) the development of a network of digital learning coaches using the 

Organization, Information, and Learning Sciences (OLIS) program in the Education Department at the  

University of New Mexico as a starting  point to recruit volunteers. One of the focus areas of the program 

is distance learning for our rural and tribal areas. 

 

Long-Term Solutions 

 

The long-term period includes the months and years beyond the 2020-2021 school year.  Focusing on this 

time frame, we suggest the following to fill the needs of tribal communities in the long-term.  The creative 

solutions in this section are largescale and should be a collaboration between the tribal communities, 

PED, external agency experts, and other educational entities.  We do recommend that DoIT collaborate 

with PED and tribal schools to roll out a cloud-based CIPA compliance solution. 

 

As such, PED may focus on the following long-term solutions: (1) collaborate with DoIT to develop a 

tribal educational technology plan; (2) collaborate with the BIE to ensure high speed, scalable, and 

affordable broadband at every BIE and tribally controlled school in the state; (3) develop a plan to address 

connectivity opportunities for teacher housing in communities where there are tribal schools; and (4) 

coordinate with other state and federal agencies to obtain funding for excess fiber capacity to serve public 

safety and health care concerns.  

 

Tribal communities, and those who choose to collaborate with them, could focus on the following long 

term solutions: (1) leverage existing federal programs with many requiring match funds that include E-

Rate, Healthcare Connect, Lifeline, USDA/RUS, US EDA, NM PRC, NM DoIT, NM IAD/TIF, NM State 

Library, etc.  E-Rate has been especially useful in providing fiber to six Pueblos and soon a $30M fiber 

construction on Navajo Nation.  In addition, fiber to all public schools, whether on tribal land or not and  

inclusive of libraries, has been completed. All Pueblos north of Santa Fe to Ohkay Owingeh have fiber.  

 

External agencies and experts could focus on the following long term solution: (1) following the action 

strategy and deployment planning that will result from the “New Mexico Broadband Strategic Plan: Rural 

Assessment,” which will be inclusive of tribal lands in the state. 

 

Finally, the Navajo Nation will submit an E-Rate application for special fiber construction for schools in 

the state for scalable, affordable, and stable bandwidth as far as the department is aware. The expected 

date for lighting the fiber is December, 2022.  Any further questions on this project can be directed to 

John Chadwick at john.chadwick@state.nm.us.  

 

Tribal Colleges 
 

PED staff reached out to tribal colleges in the state regarding the tribal colleges’ efforts on internet 

connectivity at their respective institutions.  As of April 3, 2020, the department received information 

from the Southwestern Indian Polytechnic Institute (SIPI) and the A:shiwi College & Career Readiness 

Center.  

 

SIPI leadership noted all courses transitioned to online formats, including through Zoom and Brightspace.  

In addition, leadership are ensuring that students have the information technology equipment, including 

laptops and hotspots that the students need, with the prioritization being those students who have 

petitioned to graduate in spring 2020.  SIPI staff is in the process of mailing out laptops and hotspots to 

students who requested the devices.  If questions arise regarding the devices, students are urged to contact 

mailto:john.chadwick@state.nm.us
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Jolene Aguilar in the Academic Support Center by calling (505) 346-2360, or through email at 

Jolene.aguilar@bie.edu.  The SIPI campus is closed with all staff on telework status.  The SIPI Student 

Support Services has also transitioned online and is available through email, Zoom, and Brightspace.  If 

students have additional needs or concerns, contact the appropriate staff member via their email.   

 

A:shiwi College & Career Readiness Center leadership noted the FCC’s Wireless Telecommunications 

Bureau has granted an emergency Special Temporary Authority request filed by A:shiwi College & 

Career Readiness Center to use unassigned 2.5 GHz spectrum to provide wireless broadband service over 

the reservation of the Pueblo of Zuni in New Mexico in light of increased demand due to the current 

pandemic.  A:shiwi College & Career Readiness Center is an instructional site of Navajo Technical 

University (NTU) with the support of the Pueblo of Zuni.  Leadership also noted that the emergency 

request is an indication of the close collaboration with partners, including NTU, Northern Arizona 

University, Muralnet, and the leadership at the Pueblo of Zuni, as they collectively work to establish and 

extend broadband services to underserved populations during this time and to find innovative ways to 

provide broadband access to their communities. 

    

If additional information is received from tribal colleges, the tribal guidance document will be updated as 

needed.  

 

Additional Resources 

 

The following is a list of resources that could provide additional information during the current situation: 

 Main Page: https://webnew.ped.state.nm.us/bureaus/safe-healthy-schools/covid-19-coronavirus/ 

 ISP Offerings: https://webnew.ped.state.nm.us/wpcontent/uploads/2020/03/ 

ISPsupportforhomeworkgap_v5.pdf 

 eLearning: https://webnew.ped.state.nm.us/wp-content/uploads/2020/03/E-LearningandCovid-

19_v3.pdf 

 NM Broadband Program (NMBBP):  https://www.doit.state.nm.us/broadband/index.shtml 

 NMBBP Map:  https://nmbbmapping.org/mapping/ 

 NMBBP Speed Test: https://www.doit.state.nm.us/broadband/speedtest.shtml 

 NMBBP Reports:  https://www.doit.state.nm.us/broadband/news.shtml 

Additionally, a frequently asked questions (FAQs) document regarding state and federal funding 

opportunities for the proposed solutions will also be available.   

 

*Special thanks to John Chadwick, PED; Heidi Macdonald, PED; Gar Clarke, DoIT; and Kimball 

Sekaquaptewa, SFIS for their assistance in creating this guidance document. Special thanks to Deborah 

Martinez, PED, for her assistance with editing this guidance document.   
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