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Education

Public Education’s New Math
Public-school IT spending looks strong 

By Heather H. Havenstein, VARBusiness
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For VARs seeking a slice of the $6.2 billion public-
education pie, the outlook is good. IT spending by state 
and local school districts should grow over the next 
several years, say market watchers, even as states strain 
against severe budget deficits. That's not to say the market 
is static. On the contrary, while public-education spending 
levels on IT should hold steady, the kinds of IT products 
and services they buy will not. Out, in many cases, are 
desktop computers and related hardware, which the 
schools already have plenty of. In, instead, is an array of 
more complex technologies: network infrastructure, 
wireless networks and devices, along with customer 
relationship management (CRM) and other enterprise 
software suites. 

Total IT spending by public schools--both K-12 and state 
colleges and universities--should grow by nearly 25 
percent over the next four years, predicts Input, a research 
firm in Reston, Va. If so, total public-ed spending on IT 
will reach $7.7 billion in fiscal 2009, which ends in June 
of that year. Much of this spending growth will be driven 
by new legislative demands; public schools are being 
required to show a tighter link between IT investments and 
their impact on student performance. 

Casair is one VAR that has cracked this new public-
education market. The Stanton, Mich.-based managed-
services provider has been setting up firewalls for some of 
the nearly 50 local school districts and universities it 
serves. Many of the districts are maneuvering to distance 
themselves from Michigan's network after it was crippled 
by a recent virus outbreak, says Steve Meinhardt, Casair's 
CEO and CTO. "A cost-effective, sterile firewall can do 
firewalling, content filtering and provide the schools 
access via a VPN connection so they can manage their networks," Meinhardt says. "It gives 
us the ability to provide a gigabit-service through fiber and have a feasible cost." 

Casair recently helped the Clare-Gladwin Regional Education Service District, which 
provides IT services to five school districts in Michigan, upgrade its IT infrastructure. New 
technology included T-1 lines, centralized e-mail and Web servers, along with virus-scanning 
and other security features. Each school district now has its own server and PC running an 
Astaro Security Linux firewall for Web and e-mail hosting, content filtering, virus scanning, 
caching and spam filtering. This distributed network suits district technology coordinator Ken 
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Chinavare just fine. "Because we have a box at each site, we don't put all our eggs in one 
basket," he says. "Otherwise, if one box goes down, everybody would go down." 

Wired About Wireless
Another technology that is top-of-mind for many public-ed IT buyers is wireless. For 
example, Chinavare in Michigan has a wireless project on his agenda that would provide 
support for students using laptops or PDAs in various school buildings. 

This move to wireless technology is a valuable opportunity for VARs, according to a recent 
IDC study. It recommends that VARs create partnerships with local schools and universities 
during the early stages of their wireless implementations. IDC found that when VARs got in 
early, they were able to ease resistance as the project moved from early stakeholders to less 
enthusiastic administrators. 

"Wireless is key for educational institutions," says Meredith Whalen, IDC's vice president of 
U.S. vertical market research. "Schools are looking for someone to not just sell them the 
product, but also help them address the pain points or business issues they face. VARs who 
can do that will have an advantage." 

Driving the move to wireless technology is a desire, on the part of the K-12 schools, to 
provide PC access for every student, and of the colleges, to offer anyplace, anytime learning. 
For the schools, wireless technology lets them wheel systems into classrooms. For the 
colleges, it lets them offer networks across a campus. "Schools are competing with the 
learning experience they provide," Whalen says. "Wireless can help them enhance that." 

Wireless technology is also attractive to the many schools that lack their own IT departments, 
says Seth Goldhammer, co-founder of Roving Planet, a Boulder, Colo., wireless LAN 
security and management company that sells to schools. "In K-12, we see a distributed 
architecture with core IT at a district level," he explains. "But then you can think of each 
school as a satellite coming off of that. The schools don't have their own IT staffs--they need 
centralized management to scale." 

All Eyes On the Enterprise
Another technology that's expected to attract public-education dollars is CRM and other 
enterprise software suites. CRM is especially attractive to public colleges and universities, 
which see the technology as a tool for competing for students. They use CRM to court 
potential students, serve current students and establish relationships with alumni. Among the 
higher-ed CRM pioneers are University of Alabama, New York's Pace University and George 
Washington University in Washington, D.C., say industry experts. At the same time, K-12 
public schools are eyeing enterprise software because many are keen to update aging back-
office systems. 

For example, enterprise software vendor PeopleSoft finds that at least half its sales to the 
education market in the past year have included CRM components, according to Kimberley 
Williams, PeopleSoft's director of strategic programs for public services. PeopleSoft works 
extensively with integrators for help implementing its software products. 

PeopleSoft also projects a strong public-ed market for its Enterprise Resource Planning back-
office software. The Pleasanton, Calif.-based company anticipates at least half of the largest 
school districts in the country will acquire accounting, human-resources and other back-office 
software during the next 24 months. "A lot of these K-12 systems are upward of 20 or 30 
years old," Williams says. "Many are on large mainframe systems, and their leases and 
support for the technology are running out." 

Some of these enterprise software buys could be enormous. Several states are investigating 
the option of acquiring their enterprise-software components on a statewide basis. This 
approach was pioneered by North Dakota, which chose PeopleSoft's CRM, supplier 
relationship management, financials and HR software as part of a statewide initiative. The 
goal is to integrate administrative operations across North Dakota's agencies and universities, 
providing state employees, students and other citizens with real-time access to information 
and services. 
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Do Your Homework
Despite all this good news, VARs who have worked with 
public-education buyers in the past will find the business more 
challenging than ever. State legislators and local school boards 
alike are demanding hard return-on-investment numbers to 
support their schools' IT purchases. 

"If the schools can't provide these numbers, states run the risk 
of a significant drop-off in the amount of money being allotted 
to education technology," says Dane Linn, director of the 
educational division within the National Governors 
Association. 

Another driving force is the Bush administration's sweeping No 
Child Left Behind (NCLB) initiative, which was designed to 
boost the performance of public-school students by holding 

educators accountable for their performance. To fulfill NCLB's requirements, many states, 
including Idaho and Rhode Island, are exploring the use of electronic assessments to track 
student progress. This technology offers schools a way to test students more frequently. But 
schools are also holding vendors and VARs accountable for the success of electronic 
assessments. For example, some require that the tools be closely aligned with state standards 
for assessment, Linn says. 

For the same reasons, business intelligence (BI) and reporting tools represent a growing 
market for VARs in public education. Among the growing number of colleges using BI are 
the University of Michigan, University of California, Berkeley, and Ohio State University. 

"BI can reach out and collect a cross-section of data from geographically dispersed systems," 
says Mark Danis, senior vice president of BearingPoint, a McLean, Va.-based systems 
integrator. "This allows them to make better decisions for new investments." 

Looking ahead, public-education IT spending could grow even more robust if the expected 
economic recovery takes hold. Assuming it does, more jobs and better sales should translate 
into higher tax revenue for the states and local municipalities. That, in turn, could leave more 
money for IT. 

Smart VARs will begin doing their homework now. 

IT Education Projects Across Various States

●     California has a procurement under way for its Principal Apportionment System 
Rewrite (PASR) to redesign, develop and deploy a new Integrated apportionment 
system that would replace and improve the financial system currently being used by 
the California Department of Education. The system will calculate the majority of 
California's K-12 education funding for each local education agency. 

●     Arkansas has plans to launch a WAN that provides local area network access for K-12 
instructional, curricular and administrative programming over an interoperable 
platform to provide a learning environment anytime, anywhere. Arkansas also has 
plans to expand emerging distance-learning initiatives with two-way video for 
instruction and teleconferencing. 

●     Idaho is developing a statewide student information management system--the state 
currently has two statewide contracts and is seeking a third. The goal of the project is 
to provide a centralized, uniform system that will aggregate student performance data 
and provide students with access to homework assignments, while letting parents 
monitor their child's progress. Mississippi and Wyoming are considering similar 
initiatives.

Heather H. Havenstein (hharreld@bellsouth.net) is a freelance writer based in Cary, N.C. 
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