
IndyNet: Ensuring Every Student Can Access 
High-Speed Internet to Learn at Home

rmff.org   |   211 N. Pennsylvania Street, Suite 2500, Indianapolis, IN 46204   |   317-846-7111

FEBRUARY 2022

This so-called “homework gap” widened further due to 
COVID-19 – so much so that when Indianapolis schools 
shifted to remote learning in 2020, many students found 
themselves struggling to continue their education. 

Now, as many schools have returned to in-person instruction 
and some form of digital instruction remains the new normal, 
closing the homework gap is still an urgent priority. That is 
why Marion County leaders are working to ensure every  
K-12 and post-secondary student in the county, regardless  
of family income, can access the internet and learn to their 
full potential.

To that end, they launched the Marion County Dedicated 
eLearning Network Pilot, or IndyNet, which enables 
broadband connectivity for K-12 and higher education 
eLearning for students from low-income households. 

Energy Systems Network (a CICP initiative) and Indiana 5G 
Zone are implementing the pilot across seven sites in Marion 
County with network infrastructure and services in students’ 
homes provided by SBA Communications. The network pilot 
was established in April 2021 and will sunset in August 2022.

The pilot also will equip partners with the insights necessary 
to develop a county-wide network solution. The pilot has 
engaged a Community Advisory Board to manage issues 
such as network governance, financing and engaging the 
community in the pilot. Those managing the network will 
assess its impact and effectiveness through surveys and 
data-tracking and will share those outcomes with updates 
throughout the project. The Community Advisory Board is 
actively seeking funding to stand up a countywide network 
this fall based on the demand for internet access across 
Marion County. In addition to eLearning, managers of the 
pilot also are testing the network’s use for telehealth, which  
is a critical service for low-income residents to access.
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THE NEED FOR HIGH-SPEED INTERNET

School curriculum increasingly requires computer-based 
learning, which is why internet access is critically important  
to students in the 21st century. Despite this, research in  
2019 suggested 40 percent of school facilities in the U.S. 
lacked broadband, and many students remained  
disconnected at home.1
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The Community Advisory Board quickly recognized the 
critical need for reaching out to those who stand to benefit 
from IndyNet, and tasked two community nonprofits, The 
Mind Trust and United Way of Central Indiana, with leading 
these community engagement efforts. The groups created 
collateral and a website with information and a sign-up form. 
Residents also can sign up via paper forms in case they don’t 
have at-home internet.

The organizations hired a street team of Neighborhood 
Education Advocates (NEAs) who share information about 
IndyNet with people who could benefit and sign people up on 
the spot. They’ve reached prospective users through schools, 
libraries, churches, public events, neighborhood canvassing 

and phone banking. These outreach efforts launched in 
December 2021, and they've generated additional sign-ups 
for IndyNet. They have also helped identify other Marion 
County families outside the pilot coverage area interested in 
signing up, demonstrating the need for broader access and 
expansion across Marion County.

For those who do qualify for the pilot, technicians come 
to their houses to install the boxes so they can access the 
network. Families who live within the zones near the school 
access points can participate in the pilot via their school 
devices for academic-oriented purposes, even if they do not 
attend the school that is the access point.
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