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K-12 schools are constantly seeking ways to do more 

with fewer resources. With the pandemic and the related 

financial crisis, rainy day funds in some communities are 

being depleted. Federal assistance 

doesn’t seem to be enough or 

come fast enough.

In lean times, IT spending is 

one of the first line items to be 

cut, yet the need for technology 

investments has never been 

greater. According to researchers at 

IDC, only a tiny fraction of the earlier round of $3.8 trillion 

in spending approved to combat the effects of COVID-19 

will ever be used for municipal IT projects. Due to  

budget cuts, investments in new infrastructure could 

be cancelled or delayed. Projects that were already 

underway may not have the funding to be completed. 

The danger is that core IT services will suffer the ill effects.

K-12 schools need to avoid the downward spiral created 

by a lack of IT funding. Educational institutions must 

find cost-effective ways to use technology to support 

students and staff, and ensure their educational mission is 

accessible and effective. In this whitepaper we will cover 

the six main areas that K-12 schools need to consider 

when looking to build a robust technology infrastructure 

that meets the needs of today’s ‘always on’ environment.

The Backbone: A Strong Network Connection 

IT Challenges & Solutions for K-12 Schools
WHITEPAPER

Slow connectivity, limited bandwidth, and spotty 

Internet costs time and money. Low-latency fiber optic 

connectivity from a dependable provider should be 

your top priority. The idea that Internet access is a 

commodity has been a persistent myth that has led many 

schools down a path where they purchased a low-quality 

connection just to save a few pennies, but later suffered 

the consequences of that choice. The truth is that the 

quality of the connection, the availability of bandwidth 

and the peering arrangements the provider has in place 

matter a great deal. Having an equally strong provider to 

support the service is also paramount to ensure a reliable 

and stable network for school staff to rely upon in good 

times and bad.   

Educational institutions today require fiber-based, 

dedicated, symmetrical high-capacity Internet and 

private line services. Advances in fiber optic technology 

and economic conditions mean that large bandwidth 

and high-quality connectivity is available to support 

educational institutions, especially with the rise of digital 

transformation, IoT (Internet of Things), and the growth 

of data. Having your services delivered over a dedicated 

fiber optic connection provides the advantage of future-

proofing your network. The reason: 100% fiber networks 

offer the most flexibility and scalability, so as your needs 

change, you can quickly increase your bandwidth.

With dedicated Gigabit connectivity, you can 

accommodate simultaneous uers, offer superior video 

conferencing capabilities to students and staff, and 

experience extremely high data transfer speeds. The 

importance of truly dedicated, symmetrical bandwidth 

has never been greater. As you continue to migrate more 

dedicated, symmetrical bandwidth has never been 

greater.  As you continue to migrate more applications 

to the cloud, such as file sharing, off-site backups and 

Office365™, you will likely push as much traffic to the 

Internet as you pull, and will therefore require higher 

speed symmetrical bandwidth connections to ensure 

optimal network performance. 
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As IT infrastructure ages and necessary refresh projects 

get delayed, school systems become vulnerable to 

downtime and data loss. Equipment could 

fail because it hasn’t been upgraded. 

Hardware and software reaches 

end of life and no longer receives 

support from the vendor. Your 

organization experiences outages 

and must scramble to troubleshoot 

the causes, or worse, vulnerable 

unpatched systems are disasters waiting 

to happen with the constant threat of hackers searching for 

ways to exploit weaknesses.

In this new era of remote and hybrid learning, which has 

been difficult for students and educators alike, the last thing 

students, teachers, and staff need is inaccessibility to critical 

apps like JumpRope and Infinite Classroom and electronic 

scheduling for sports and extracurricular activities.  

Backup and disaster recovery (DR) technologies deliver the 

levels of business continuity your school needs. Backup and 

DR solutions serve as a safety net if you have increasing risk 

of data loss and downtime from an aging infrastructure.

Educational institutions should be following the 3-2-1 rule 

for backup. They should be making 3 copies of files, on at 

least 2 types of storage media, with at least one copy being 

stored off-site. To do so, school need to invest in backup 

storage capacity and off-site data center resources in a 

colocation or in the cloud. 

Backing up data is just one piece of the puzzle, though. You 

also need a way to recover that data quickly and securely in 

the event of an outage or loss (as well as the ever-growing 

threat of ransomware). Look for a provider who can help you 

recover compute resources in the cloud, and offers a low-

latency, redundant network.    

Also look for a provider who can offer customer support 

along with scalable cloud storage. And, to help keep your 

budget under control, be sure to look for a provider who 

won’t charge data transfer fees, which can add up quickly. 

The Effects of an Aging Infrastructure

Legacy cable networks and some fiber networks being deployed by large 

telephone and Internet companies are typically shared networks and, as such, 

are susceptible to bandwidth contention. On a dedicated network, you are 

guaranteed to have consistent access to your bandwidth 24x7x365. This 

bandwidth is not shared, so you are not impacted by other subscribers’ 

usage patterns – ensuring that your organization has consistent access to the 

bandwidth it needs to run efficiently.

At FirstLight, our fiber connectivity is backed by a combination of Tier 1 provider and private 

peering connections, reducing hop counts and ensuring superior user experience.

	■ FirstLight is one of the only companies that can truly offer end-to-end quality backed by 

industry-leading SLAs.

	■  FirstLight also offers a comprehensive product portfolio, including unified communications, 

cloud, backup & disaster recovery solutions, and Cisco-based managed services – all 

delivered over our own fiber network.
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One area you cannot afford to skimp on is cybersecurity. 

New, updated technologies safeguard your organization 

against cyber threats. When cybersecurity measures 

languish, your organization can’t do 

enough to protect itself against 

threats, which can cost a 

significant amount of money, 

time, and reputation damage.

The best-case scenario is one 

that prevents ransomware or other 

cyber threats from ever taking hold.  

DNS protection is an area that many are leveraging to 

help prevent individual users from letting in malware that 

can come from a bad click on a website or e-mail.

Furthermore, stopping attacks before they start with tools 

like security awareness training  for employees can be 

another preventative measure. 

But if all efforts to stop attacks fail, schools still need a 

way to get back on their feet quickly should an incident 

occur. Cloud Backup and Disaster Recovery as a Service 

(DRaaS) function as cybersecurity tools when ransomware 

strikes. A ransomware attack could end up costing 

schools millions even if the organization refuses to pay 

the ransom. In 2020, a public school system in Mississippi 

paid a contractor $300,000 to help recover data that had 

been encrypted and stolen in a ransomware attack.

Having a sound DR plan that provides off-site backup 

and enables instant failover can prevent data loss after a 

ransomware attack or other type of cyberattack. Backup and 

DR can also save your agency the spiraling costs of trying to 

get your systems back up and running after an attack.

Falling Behind on Cybersecurity

DDoS: Death by a Thousand Sends…

As if ransomware wasn’t enough cause for worry, 

there’s also DDoS. Most DDoS attacks overwhelm an 

organization’s network with traffic so it comes to a dead 

halt. Similar to other cyberattacks, the more effective 

the attack, the more likely the criminal will keep trying. 

Institutions that are unprepared can easily find themselves 

on their heels for what could be a series of unrelenting 

DDoS attacks.  

Increasingly though, these attacks are being used 

as “smokescreens” to distract from the real intent — 

data breaches. By distracting the organization with a 

significant DDoS attack, a hacker may stand a better 

chance of breaking into your systems and gaining 

sensitive data undetected. Or 

implementing malware  

or ransomware. 

A DDoS mitigation and 

prevention solution detects 

suspicious activity with filters 

that update new threats constantly 

using algorithms to pinpoint unusual 

or malicious traffic. If an attack is in progress, DDoS 

mitigation significantly reduces the severity of the attack 

and allows legitimate traffic to reach the destination 

network – so attacks are defended but “real” messages 

can get through.
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Help With Keeping an Eye on Things

Although IT capex budgets are low, and saving financial 

resources is often the top concern among IT departments, 

saving staff time is also critical. You only have so many 

staff members and only so much time in a day, and when 

IT departments get stretched too thin, important tasks 

may go overlooked and that’s when risk begins to rise. 

Sometimes, leveraging a partner can be the most efficient 

way to approach IT operations. 

A managed service provider can help properly maintain 

your infrastructure and ensure applications and network 

devices are optimized and secure. A provider that has 

monitoring expertise is a plus, with 

an ability to set up a solution to 

help guard your entire network, 

offering user-friendly dashboards 

and alarms to monitor circuits 

and identify circuit failures, 

bandwidth usage, router status, 

potential threats, power and 

cooling deficiencies, infrastructure and 

application health and other critical information.

Moving Forward & Reducing Risk During a Financial Crunch

When budgets decrease, risk goes up, but there’s less 

money to spend to combat it. That’s the downward spiral 

that could actually lead to a catastrophe.

When IT budgets are thin, or skill 

gaps can’t be filled by budgeted 

FTEs, a good solution could be to 

work with a regional cloud and 

managed services provider that 

can plug in where services are 

needed. They can also provide a 

scalable service that can cover critical 

gaps where needed while keeping an eye on future 

initiatives that need to be implemented.

Cloud, Backup/DR solutions, and cybersecurity don’t 

have to be costly, and now isn’t the time to skimp on 

an inferior solution. FirstLight can help find the right 

balance between keeping costs low and providing 

the connectivity protection a school needs to ride out 

the storm. We specialize in working with schools and 

educational institutions, so we understand the risk 

landscape and how to navigate it efficiently. 

Our cloud-based backup and DR provide an economical 

way of protecting and securing school data. Cloud 

backup resources can be scaled up as requirements 

increase and can be paid for on an affordable and 

predictable monthly basis. FirstLight owns the cloud 

resources we use for backup and recovery and supports it 

with our high-speed fiber optic network.

Our managed services and monitoring solutions can 

also provide additional support and hands to help keep 

the ship sailing smoothly. We offer solutions like security 

training, DNS protection, managed firewall, access and 

WiFi, managed cloud & data center services as well as 

advanced monitoring solutions. 

Interested in learning more about FirstLight’s solutions for k-12 schools?

Reach out to one of our experts by visiting www.FirstLight.net/k-12-schools


