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Small college uses wireless network, VoIP phones to continue changing lives
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Customer Profile

Lake Region State College is a two-year community college serving approximately 1,700 students from its main campus in Devil’s Lake and a branch at Grand Forks Air Force Base in North Dakota.

Situation

Moving to a campus-wide wireless network was something that had been on the mind of Lake Region State College CIO Toofawn Simhai for some time. But concerns about speed and security, as well as sparse use of laptops by students, kept it from becoming an urgent project.

That changed in the spring of 2009, when the confluence of several events – including the proven stability of the 802.11n-standard – created an opportunity to not only add wireless capabilities but also set the school at the forefront of technology in North Dakota higher education.

“Going wireless wasn’t something we had to do, so I wanted to wait until we could do it right,” Simhai says. “In 2009, the quality of service was there, the security and encryption were there, and the cost came down considerably.”
As word of the impending move spread, Simhai was also asked to look into changing the campus phone system from an aging PBX that has been there for longer than Simhai’s 11 years of service to a Voice over IP (VoIP) system that would tie the school’s two campuses together. 

“The old phone system was expensive and hard to work with from a technical standpoint,” Simhai says. “Whenever we wanted to move a phone, someone from our supplier would have to drive 100 miles each way from East Grand Forks just for that. We didn’t have many of the features users expect, such as caller ID, either. We wanted to do better.” 
Solution

With only a two-week window to implement both systems, and knowing her small internal staff didn’t have the bandwidth to take on these two large projects on top of their other duties, Simhai turned to Corporate Technologies, a Cisco Premier Certified partner. Corporate Technologies has worked with Simhai for years on a variety of installations and has become her first choice for major upgrades. 
Corporate Technologies started by performing a site survey, then recommended upgrading to a Cisco 10GB network with 21 wireless access points and replacing analog phones with a Cisco unified communications system. All 230 dorm rooms would receive new, wired Cisco IP phones, and 12 wireless phones would be given to maintenance and other key staff. 
Results

Lake Region State College has gone from having no wireless access to complete campus coverage with the most advanced wireless network in the 11-member North Dakota university system. The college has set a standard others within the system are following – and has made an impression on former, current and prospective students.
“Many of our former students who have moved on to major four-year universities around the country say they miss our system,” Simhai reports. “They’ve told us it is way ahead of what other schools have.” 

Cisco Unified Communications also had a major impact on the school. The addition of caller ID has been well-received by students, faculty and staff. Simhai says, despite the popularity of mobile phones, it was important to the dorm residents to have wired phones in their rooms.  

“Many of our students are paying their own way, so they need to save money any way they can,” she says. “Having phones in the rooms helps reduce their mobile bills. When we surveyed them, 82 percent of students said they would use a dorm phone, if it was available.” 

The new unified communications system has improved operations at the school, too. The “Meet Me” feature is used often for quick huddles and conferences between faculty or staff members. If a student has questions about housing and billing, Presence can be used to see if someone in the second department is available so he/she can be conferenced in rather than transferring the call blindly. Calls between the two campuses now require four-digit dialing instead of a standard call, making the process as easy as if the other person were down the hall. It also serves as a campus-wide emergency contact system.
Although the changes were made for utility, they have also made a financial impact. 
“Between provisioning the phones ourselves and removing analog phone lines, we’re saving roughly $1,800 per month,” Simhai says. ”For a school our size, that’s a significant savings. Achieving that and improving service is a win all the way around.”
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