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The Cost of Technology 
Total Cost of Ownership

A CoSN K-12 Leadership Initiative

Rich Kaestner

CoSN TCO/VOI Project Director
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CoSNCoSN

Washington DC based non-profit organization

Serving K-12 technology leaders who through their strategic use 
of technology, improve teaching and learning.

The primary challenge we face in using technology effectively is
human, not technical. 
For that reason, CoSN focuses on Leadership and Policy .

Supported by institutional, individual, and corporate members

Free and member resources; annual conference in March
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CoSN’s TCO and VOI ProjectsCoSN’s TCO and VOI Projects

Understanding Where You Are (TCO), 

and 

Helping to Plan Where You Are Going (VOI)
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Total Cost of Ownership (TCO)Total Cost of Ownership (TCO)

A methodology for determining all of the costs for 
implementing and maintaining 
networked computers

“ ‘Would you tell me, please, which way I ought to go from 
here?'
‘That depends a good deal on where you want to get to,' 
said the Cat.”

Lewis Carroll’s “Alice in Wonderland”

It’s difficult to determine your technology direction if 
you don’t understand current costs
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What Is TCO?What Is TCO?

• All costs associated with deploying, operating 
and maintaining a computer network

• Analysis tool used by businesses since the 
late-1980s

• A method of understanding real costs to make 
good decisions on technology investments



6

Why CoSN’s TCO ProjectWhy CoSN’s TCO Project

� School leaders didn’t understand how to plan 
for the long-term costs of managing 
technology 

� Increasing complexity of networks makes 
understanding ongoing TCO more important

� Schools need to manage networks to avoid 
backlash against educational technology
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TCO FocusTCO Focus

� Help Identify all of the costs of acquiring and 
maintaining a networked computer environment

� Direct technology and labor costs

� Indirect (end-user) labor costs

� Know where you are so that you can plan

� Understand costs to drive efficiencies

� Reassure constituents that dollars 
are being used wisely
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TCO Can Help Schools Meet 
Educational Goals by . . .
TCO Can Help Schools Meet 
Educational Goals by . . .

Tracking tech support

� To minimize time computer and network is down

� To minimize troubleshooting interruptions for teachers

Tracking adequacy of professional development

� To ensure teachers are prepared

� To ensure teachers are integrating technology into the 
curriculum

Tracking pros and cons of various implementations and 
support strategies

The bottom line: effective use of technology
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Areas of InvestigationAreas of Investigation
� Total Cost of Ownership

� Value of installed technology

� Technology budget planning

� Value of proposed investments
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CoSN’s Taking TCO to the 
Classroom

CoSN’s Taking TCO to the 
Classroom

•Launched June 1999

•Includes: 
–Free Web-based TCO 
assessment tool developed by 
CoSN and Gartner (U.S. K-12 
schools/agencies only)
–8 TCO Case Studies (plus 3 
One-to-one Studies)

www.classroomtco.org
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Objectives of TCO ToolObjectives of TCO Tool

• Support efforts by school leaders to make sound 
budgetary allocations

• Provide practical, organized approach to determining 
budgeting and planning

• Help districts identify how they are spending money
and where they can gain maximum benefit from 
technology investments

• Encourage schools to establish their own unique 
baseline for technology investments
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Key Areas of ReviewKey Areas of Review

Technology: computers, software, printers, networking 
equipment, etc.

Direct Labor Costs: labor costs for those whose formal 
job assignment includes support for technology

Indirect Labor Costs: support costs incurred outside the 
formal or visible technology support structure (these 
costs are the most elusive to obtain)

www.classroomtco.org
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CoSN-Gartner TCO Tool: OutputCoSN-Gartner TCO Tool: Output

� Total Costs – summary of direct and indirect district and per 
client costs

� Asset Metrics – breakdown of pervasiveness of client 
computers

� Asset Cost Metrics – amortized costs of computer and 
network hardware

� Direct Labor Cost Metrics – overview of district-wide and 
per client direct labor costs

� Direct Labor Staffing Metrics – illustrates number of client 
computers supported per support staff and average support 
staff costs
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PreparationPreparation

� Spend time and effort gathering data

� Obtain support from district executive(s)

� Need cooperation from other departments

� Support for the time commitment

� Do baseline analysis of district (school) before 
comparative analysis of specific areas

� Request access to the TCO tool and read documentation 
and appropriate case studies

� Send out indirect labor survey early; in the meantime, 
start collecting other data
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Data CollectionData Collection

� Technology cost numbers are Total annualized costs, 
depreciated

� Depreciate major software purchases

� Under networking, include only LAN devices through the 
router (not WAN)

� Include hardware maintenance in Outsourced Costs 

� Include ISP costs in External Service Provider

� Include school-based personnel in direct labor
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Data CollectionData Collection

� Survey users for indirect labor numbers

• A survey aid is available

• Send Indirect Labor Survey only to users (not to 
those who provide direct labor)

• Check each returned survey for reasonableness

• Indirect labor input is total, not average

� Total $ as opposed to $/computer are entered for costs
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Analyzing Your ResultsAnalyzing Your Results

� A low TCO in any category is not necessarily 
good, and a high TCO is not necessarily bad

� Old or donated client computers reduce 
hardware costs, but…

� Case study high/low values help you to flag 
areas that require inspection
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Important Points to RememberImportant Points to Remember

• Tool is most useful for measuring your district’s costs 
over time

• First data likely to be incomplete or based on rough 
estimates

• Over time, data collection should become easier and 
more accurate

• Take care to provide good data and to understand and 
use the numbers correctly

• Comparisons, while not recommended, if made, should 
be with similar districts
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Measuring the Value of 
Investment
Measuring the Value of 
Investment

TCO is key to knowing your current costs (Where 
you are) and helps to anticipate future costs

But…

How do you determine the value of proposed 
investments (Which way to go)?
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Measuring the Value of Investment 
(VOI)
Measuring the Value of Investment 
(VOI)

•A CoSN Leadership Initiative

•Methodology to Help Schools  Determine 
Costs and Benefits of Proposed Projects

•Includes Project Cost Estimator and 
Benefits Worksheet

•3 Case Studies

www.edtechvoi.org
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Schools need to understand their 
educational goals and how 
technology will support their goals –
something a TCO assessment and 
Value of Investment (VOI) project 
assessment helps to clarify
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Thank You CoSN TCO Project Sponsors!
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CoSN TCO/VOI ResourcesCoSN TCO/VOI Resources

http://www.cosn.org

http://www.classroomtco.org
� CoSN-Gartner Tool, Data definitions and case studies
� White papers and presentations
� Additional tools and resources

http://www.EdTechVOI.org
� Case studies, articles and presentations
� Technology Project Cost Estimator
� Project Benefits Worksheet

Support: k12tco@alyrica.net Suggesti
ons


