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May 26, 2005

Dr. Clifford B. Janey, 
Superintendent, District of Columbia Public Schools (DCPS)

825 North Capitol Street, NE, 
Washington, D.C., 20002
Peggy Cooper Cafritz

President, District of Columbia Board of Education
825 North Capitol St, NE, 9th Floor

Washington, D.C. 20002

Re: Lack of Internet service at Prospect Learning Center, 920 F St. NE, Washington, DC 20002
Dear Dr. Janey and Ms. Cafritz,

The undersigned are writing on behalf of — and independent from — the students, teachers and faculty at Prospect Learning Center (PLC) to ask for your urgent attention to the school’s lack of Internet service, which has persisted the entire 2005 school year and threatens to continue over the summer and into the new school year starting this fall.

PLC is a full-time special education school providing individualized educational programming for elementary and middle school students identified as learning disabled. As of October 2005, students were able to reoccupy the newly refurbished PLC building, but several components were missing; especially a wireline or wireless connection to the Internet. Press reports indicate that DCPS and Verizon Communications are in a dispute over $5 million in unpaid bills [see The Washington Post story, April 30, 2005, attached]. This has been cited by Dr. Janey and others as the reason that PLC’s Internet connection remains undone.

Without disputing the merits of these disagreements, we would like to make several points that might encourage all involved to resolve this issue on behalf of D.C.’s young learners. 

The lack of Internet services hampers student achievement. Many PLC students are not able to access the Internet — and its myriad educational resources — at home or at school, placing them at a digital disadvantage with other students locally and nationwide. They are unable to conduct online research, learn how to communicate in new and different ways, or access innovative tools that facilitate learning. On a practical level, students who are ill are unable to communicate with their instructors on lost school work. In the No Child Left Behind era of high standards and testing, this is unacceptable and unfair.

The lack of Internet services impedes instructors’ ability to develop professionally. PLC instructors are unable to access state-of-the-art math and reading instructional materials that are online, putting both students and teachers behind their peers. Without e-mail, professional and support staff are unable to correspond during work hours, and administrators are missing important directives communicated by the DCPS main office via e-mail. These professionals can not team-build with each other or exchange crucial information with peers around the country. 

The lack of Internet service puts PLC at a competitive disadvantage with fully equipped private schools. Millions of dollars have been spent to upgrade facilities such as PLC to show families that D.C.’s public schools can compete with private schools. PLC is unable to attract and bolster its student body without the very latest instructional tools, many of which depend on the Internet and e-mail. We believe that this fact alone could be costing DCPS millions of dollars in future expenses, underscoring the need to resolve the Verizon dispute. 

There is insufficient space to document all the reasons why the lack of Internet resources is unacceptable in the year 2005. The simple fact is that this dispute is having an adverse impact on a great many District of Columbia students. When one considers the potential positive contribution to society of just one well-educated, fully prepared adult graduate of D.C. public schools — never mind the contribution of hundreds — a $5 million disagreement seems small indeed.  In close, we request an update on the status to connect and provide internet service for Prospect Learning Center by June 8, 2005.
Respectfully yours,

//original signed//
Erika Fitzpatrick, 

Local School Restructuring Team Community Representative, 

//original signed//
Raenelle Zapata, 

President, Home School Association
//original signed//
Joseph Fengler, 

Commissioner, Advisory Neighborhood Commission 6A

cc: 

D.C. Delegate Eleanor Holmes Norton, 

Tommy Wells, School Board Member, Wards 5 & 6, 

Councilmember Sharon Ambrose, Ward 6, D.C. Council

washingtonpost.com 

Verizon, D.C. In Feud Over $5 Million Bill
By Lori Montgomery and Henri E. Cauvin
Washington Post Staff Writers
Saturday, April 30, 2005; B01
Verizon Communications is threatening to cut off non-emergency phone service to the D.C. government unless city officials pay the telecommunications giant more than $5 million in overdue bills.  With the city's phone contract set to expire at midnight tonight, City Administrator Robert C. Bobb late yesterday negotiated a last-minute extension that will keep phones ringing and computers connected in city offices for 18 days.

But Bobb and Verizon executives said they remain far apart on a longer-term deal to maintain phone service until early next year, when D.C. officials hope to switch over to an in-house telephone system being developed by the Office of the Chief Technology Officer.  Even after attorneys sealed the temporary agreement, tensions remained high. Mayor Anthony A. Williams (D) released a statement accusing Verizon of making a "reckless threat that could place hundreds of thousands of District residents and visitors at risk."

"The danger is especially grave in the post-9/11 era when communications between the government and its constituents are essential," Williams said. "It is discouraging that Verizon has acted so irresponsibly towards our community."

Eric Rabe, Verizon's vice president for media relations, said the company threatened to cut service as a last resort after pressing the city for months to pay its bills.  "Obviously, our whole objective in all of this is, first of all, to get paid," Rabe said. "We've been pretty clear that we're not going to cut off emergency service. But it's been our position that if we don't get this resolved, service will be cut off. And I think that remains our position."

Yesterday's legal maneuvers, which included a hearing before the D.C. Court of Appeals, capped a long-running dispute between the D.C. government and Verizon, which charges the city as much as $30 million a year for computer and telephone lines, including 911 emergency service, Bobb said.  The troubles date to at least 1998, when the phone company accused the District of failing to pay bills totaling more than $6 million over two years. "There's never an explanation as to why. They just say: 'Upon advice of counsel, we're not paying this portion of the bill,' " Rabe said. "They have not been, frankly, an easy customer for us to work with."

The District has argued that it never received the services for which Verizon was seeking payment. But in various legal filings this week, Verizon included evidence that the city's telecommunications operations have long been in disarray with little oversight. For example, a 1998 report by the city's inspector general found that, in a single seven-week period, employees of the Child and Family Services Agency placed 244 calls to 900 numbers, costing the District $11,376.73. A September 2001 report by the Office of Finance and Resource Management found that the city was paying $2 million a year for 10,712 unused phone lines. Neither the District nor Verizon could produce an accurate accounting of the circuits for which the city had been charged.

With the dispute over those bills unresolved, Verizon in 2002 nevertheless negotiated a new three-year contract to provide the District with phone service at preferred rates. Since then, the city has wracked up an additional $5.4 million in unpaid bills, Rabe said, and has tampered with the phone company's underground conduit pipes, laying lines on Verizon's property to service the new city-run phone system.

With the city's contract set to expire at midnight April 30, Verizon executives notified the District in February that it would not agree to an extension at preferred rates. Instead, the city would be free to seek another provider or to pay Verizon the much higher rates it normally charges customers.

Bobb took over the negotiations in mid-April and tried to persuade the company to extend the preferred contract. Verizon refused and, with the expiration date approaching, threatened to cut off non-emergency service unless the city paid its bills.

City officials argue that they don't owe the new sum, either, and Bobb said he cannot agree to make a payment without proper documentation. "Their preference would be for us to write a check," he said of Verizon. "But we are not going to pay for services we cannot determine that we owe."

On Wednesday, with Verizon executives unable to assure Bobb that the city's phone service would continue uninterrupted through the weekend, the city asked the D.C. Public Service Commission to force Verizon to extend the contract. Yesterday, the commission refused, saying D.C. law prohibits city contractors from performing work on a contract in excess of $1 million without the D.C. Council's approval.

At a 5 p.m. hearing, the city asked the D.C. Court of Appeals to force Verizon to continue service at a higher rate. But negotiators in the meantime reached a temporary agreement, and the court was not required to rule.  Afterward, Bobb said he has been shocked by Verizon's behavior. "In all of the years I've been in government, this is the first time I've had a major contractor not extend a contract until issues are worked out," he said.  But Verizon lawyer Andy Clubok told the D.C. Court of Appeals that the company's actions were justified.  "The District has done things as a customer that no other customer would attempt, let alone get away with," he said. "Any other customer right now would be disconnected."

Staff writer Eric M. Weiss contributed to this report.
© 2005 The Washington Post Company
For more information regarding our Commission, please visit our website at www.anc6a.org.
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