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Foreword

A Message From Our CEO

The pace of technological change has increased phenomenally since the COVID-19 pandemic. Lockdowns and the need to avoid
face-to-face contact have meant that a gradual drift to digital solutions sped up in such a way that the efficiencies and time-saving
nature of technology are very unlikely to see a return to traditional methods.

Arguably, for young people, nowhere is this more evident than in their education. Where previously homework consisted of textbooks
and exercise pads, more and more schools are turning to digital methods. Pre-pandemic, more than half of schools were setting
homework online, and this has risen exponentially, with teachers using a wide range of different apps and platforms for each subject,
together with educational platforms normally linked to Microsoft, Google, or Apple. Increasingly, the coursework for high-stakes
examinations has to be submitted online. However, one in five children continues to live in digital poverty in the UK, so it's unsurprising
how many of the children and teenagers the DPA meet are struggling to access coursework or homework — either abandoning this
entirely, struggling to complete complex assignments on older models of smartphone, or travelling miles to local libraries or family
members — especially in less urban areas where transport links are less frequent.

All of this led us to launch Tech4Families — our flagship support scheme, alongside our founding partners at Currys plc. Tech4Families
is funded by the kind micro-donations made by Currys’ customers at till points in-store across the UK, powered by Pennies. Families in
seven areas of the UK can apply to us for a laptop for children aged 4-16. Not as a loan — as a gift, and not through an intermediary,
but direct. There's no means testing, especially as the cost-of-living crisis pushes more people within work below the poverty line.
Families simply find a verifier — someone who has a professional relationship with the child who can confirm the need is genuine.

Whilst anecdotally we knew that access to a keyboarded device was fundamental for a range of tasks, we asked the Institute for
Development Studies at the University of Sussex to independently evaluate the scheme. Alongside the wider impact and success
of the programme, we wanted to know whether families found that access to a laptop materially improved the experience and
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convenience of learning online. Unequivocally, the answer was yes — the first time this has been researched in the UK. The evaluation
which follows shows that smartphones are not enough for young people to access their education, nor to build a love of learning, nor
to gain essential digital skills.

Whilst demand on Tech4Families continues to be so high that a waiting list is operating, the staff of Currys stores rise to the challenge
of bringing in greater numbers of micro-donations so that we can purchase more devices to help more families, and we are grateful
to Currys for taking on delivery of those machines at no cost to us. In addition, families without internet access receive a SIM card pre-
loaded with data donated by Vodafone, and we purchase dongles that allow them to use mobile internet in their home for six months
at no cost. Over the last two years, as at publication, we have handed out 1,744 devices — supporting not just children, but whole
families and households.

I hope that you find the evaluation, and the policy recommendations that follow, insightful, and our thanks to the Institute of
Development Studies team at the University of Sussex.

Elizabeth Anderson
Flieafd

Elizabeth Anderson
Chief Executive Officer, Digital Poverty Alliance
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Tech4Families

1. About this report

The Tech4Families scheme, run by the Digital Poverty Alliance (DPA) in collaboration with Currys, provides laptops to families who
do not have access to suitable devices for children aged between 4 and 15 years old. The scheme is targeted at the most digitally
deprived areas of the UK.

This evaluation report of the first three phases of the scheme was carried out by independent researchers Dr Becky Faith and Kevin
Hernandez, who are experts in digital exclusion. It is based on the findings from a three-phase online survey conducted when families
received the laptops (73 respondents), one month later (58 respondents), and three months later (49 respondents). The researchers
also conducted telephone interviews with eight families across the regions to understand the impact of receiving the laptops. Ethical
clearance was obtained through the Institute of Development Studies, and the researchers also had Disclosure and Barring Service
(DBS) checks.

This report also draws on desk research by the authors to highlight evidence on digital divides in access to technology, the
importance of laptop access in education, and the digital skills gap in the UK. We would like to thank the families who responded to

our survey and took part in interviews.

Institute of Development Studies Team
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Tech4Families
2. Introduction

The COVID-19 pandemic drew attention to persistent digital divides in the UK, which many had assumed had been ‘fixed’ by the
widespread adoption of smartphones and the shift to digital service delivery in many areas of life. Research by Cambridge University
warned that if digital education practices, such as requiring children to do homework online, continue to expand, “schools and
government will need to ensure that all students have access to adequate devices and internet so as to mitigate digital exclusion”
(Coleman, 2021). Yet, four years on from the start of the pandemic, 2 million young people across the UK lack access to a laptop or
desktop computer, with nearly 570,000 young people lacking both a learning device and home internet connection (Nominet, 2023).
Cost of living increases mean that people are having to cancel broadband connectivity at home, leading to more people relying on
smartphones for connectivity (BBC News, 2023). This is reflected in our survey findings; 86% of parents reported cost as a reason why
their child did not have a laptop prior to Tech4Families providing a device.

Despite a wealth of academic research and policy interventions on digital exclusion over the last two decades, there is a lack of
research and insights to help us understand the impact of smartphone-only internet access for young people. This is despite the
fact that 18% of the UK population only go online via a smartphone, and for those working in semi-skilled and unskilled manual
occupations, the figure is even higher at 27% (OFCOM, 2023a). Yet, even though this figure represents a significant proportion of the
population, there has been only limited scrutiny of the implications of this type of access on children’s educational achievements
across the curriculum and their ability to do homework and coursework effectively at home. This has impacts beyond the classroom;
this review explores the digital skills gap in employment in the UK.

Technology access for children is now effectively an educational necessity. Educational outcomes rely on children being able to
complete homework and coursework online, and broader informational and digital literacy is needed for future employment. 81% of
young people aged 12 to 17 believe that being able to go online helps them with their school work or homework, 52% believe it helps
them learn a new skill, and 45% believe it helps them develop creative skills (OFCOM, 2023b).
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Connectivity is also vital for parents to support their child’s learning. A recent report by the UK Parliament found that “increasing
amounts of important information is communicated by schools to parents and students through apps and online portals, which
means those with lower digital engagement are less able to engage with their learning” (UK Parliament, 2023). Access to the internet
can also help young people anonymously search for information that they may not have the confidence to speak to adults or anyone
else about face to face, especially around controversial issues (Nominet, 2022).

Beyond entrenching educational inequalities between technology ‘haves’ and ‘have-nots’, a lack of meaningful access to the
appropriate technology risks worsening the UK’s digital skills gap. Digital skills are becoming near-universal requirements for
employment (Department for Digital, Culture, Media and Sport & Burning Glass, 2019), yet 6.8 million people in the UK have ‘ultra-low’
digital skills (Lloyds Banking Group, 2023).
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Tech4Families
3. Digital divides and education

This section explores the digital divides faced by many young people in the UK today and examines the impact of
receiving a laptop on educational outcomes for those who participated in the Tech4Families scheme.

3.1 Digital Divides and Education: What Does Research Tell Us?

The digital divides in the UK are multifaceted and persistent, encompassing not just inequalities in internet access but also

disparities in the type of device used to access the internet, the speed of connection, and time limits on access. All these barriers
impact children’s educational outcomes, as sufficient access to digital devices and the internet at home is especially important for
developing skills, including those related to work. Eighty-three percent of children aged 12-15 say that going online helps with school
and homework (OFCOM, 2023b), so not being able to get online clearly makes a significant impact on education. Teachers report that
differences in Microsoft proficiency are often apparent between students who have access at home and those who do not (Nominet,
2022).

Pearson’s 2023 research showed that virtual classrooms are being used by two-thirds of secondary teachers; 53% have been using
learning platforms/services to deliver lessons, and homework, and assessments, and online textbooks and revision guides are being
used by one in four schools. It also found that around four in seven secondary teachers expect to see an increased use of onscreen
high-stakes assessments (Pearson UK, 2023).

These barriers undoubtedly relate to economic inequalities. In 2023, there has been a 5% year-on-year rise from 18% to 23% in the
number of young people in receipt of free school meals who have no access to home internet (Nominet, 2023). Beyond poverty, other
factors also play a role. A multi-country study found evidence for a digital divide in skills by migration background, gender, and socio-
economic status (Van De Werfhorst et al, 2022). The most recent Census data in the UK on internet access broken down by ethnic
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groups shows that 11.7% of Bangladeshi people had not accessed the internet in the last three months, compared to 8.3% of white
people (Office for National Statistics, 2020). The same data shows stark variations in access in different regions of the UK: in Blackburn,
15.4% of people were classified as ‘lapsed or non-users’ of the internet, 12.1% in Staffordshire, 15.3% in the Central Valleys of Wales, 17.5%
in South Ayrshire, and 11.8% in Northern Ireland. In contrast, the figure for London is just 4.9%. Finally, less than half of young people who
live with a guardian or carer have access to home broadband and are more likely to depend on using WiFi in public places than
other children (Nominet, 2022).

Beyond basic access, the speed and quality of connection also impact educational outcomes. Thirty percent of young people report
not being able to do everything they would like to on their home broadband due to limits on their family’s broadband package
(Nominet, 2022). A slightly higher percentage of young people (35%) said that data caps limited everything they would like to do on
their mobile broadband (Nominet, 2022). Slow internet and data caps can be especially limiting for youth given they often prefer
video over textual content (OFCOM, 2023b). Ninety-eight percent of youth aged 12 to 15 watch videos on video-sharing platforms

like YouTube and TikTok, and 77% watch livestreams. Seventy-seven percent play video games online, another activity that uses a

lot of data. It can also limit children seeking to be creative. Forty-seven percent of 12- to 15-year-olds post content on video-sharing
platforms, and 23% livestream their own stories (OFCOM, 2023b).

Around six in ten parents felt that “their child had consistent access to a device that connected to the internet and was suitable

for using at home for school work, and this was higher for children of secondary school age (77%)” (OFCOM, 2023b, pp. 15-16). This
means that almost a quarter of young people do not have this consistent access. These divides do not just impact children’s

access; recent research from the DPA found high levels of digital exclusion amongst teachers; 47% of those surveyed did not have
suitable technology to enable them to teach remotely. Extrapolating from this survey to the entire UK teaching workforce means that
approximately 300,000 teachers would be experiencing some form of digital exclusion. Within this group, 24% had internet access but
did not have a suitable device to work on, while 16% had reliable internet but only a single shared device in their household (Digital
Poverty Alliance, 2024). The same research revealed a lack of focus on teacher development of digital skills in either the professional
certification process or as part of ongoing teacher continuing professional development.
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3.2 Digital Divides and Education: DPA Findings

Our survey data reflected the broader picture of hidden digital inequalities among young people. Thirty percent of survey
respondents reported not being able to access school work online at all before receiving the laptop. Of those who were using other
devices, 58% of respondents at baseline were accessing school work on another device, mainly a smartphone. For older children, the
figure was higher at 68%.

Interviews revealed that children had to stay in school to access computers or go to the library, with parents discussing how difficult
this was during the winter months. Parents in interviews mentioned that schools had not systematically checked if the children had a
computer at home or offered devices for them to use, although one parent had heard about the Tech4Families scheme through the
school.

This is not merely an inconvenience for these young people; a lack of devices and connectivity presents a significant barrier to
educational achievement. In our survey, almost all parents agreed that their children were disadvantaged to some extent by not
having a laptop for their studies. Eighty-eight percent of parents agreed that not having a laptop ‘somewhat’ (30%) or ‘very much’
(58%) disadvantaged their child. Nearly 80% of children reported getting homework they had to complete online at least once a week;
older children (10 to 16) were more likely (87%) to get homework assigned online at least once a week than younger children (4 to 9)
(69%). Alimost all (84%) teenagers were required to complete homework online several times a week and 89% on at least a weekly
basis. Our interviews also showed that all secondary school pupils were expected to use multiple platforms to access homework;
some were subject-specific (e.g, Sparx Maths) and others were being used to communicate with teachers (e.g, Teams, Google
Classroom).

Benefits of laptop access on educational outcomes
For most of the children (85%) in the Tech4Families scheme were getting a laptop for the first time — those who had previously owned
a laptop either had their laptop broken or found that it was no longer fit for purpose (it had broken or was too slow).
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After one month of laptop ownership, most parents (92%) surveyed agreed that the laptop had improved their child’s motivation to
learn; this was especially true for older children (10 to 168) (95%). The laptop recipients we interviewed were very positive about the
benefits of having autonomous access to the computer. Even if there was another computer in the family, the children were not

invariably able to access it—several reported that their elder siblings had a laptop, but they were not able to use it as they were away
at university.

In interviews, parents discussed the improvements they saw in their children’s attitude to learning after receiving the laptop.

1) | feel [child] can easily do his homework and revision whenever he wants to. He takes it to other family members’ houses to
complete tasks. It has given [child] confidence that he can get all his work done.

1) Providing my child with an excellent form of communication and the ability to complete his homework online. He is thrilled
and very appreciative.

1) My child is more motivated to study now that he can access online quizzes and educational videos such as ‘MyMaths’ and
‘Corbettmaths’ when we have internet access. Additionally, his brother uses the laptop for 11+ preparation and to learn time
management through timed quizzes.

These benefits were felt particularly strongly in families where children were previously having to share devices.

1) It means both children can now do their homework without having to wait for the other to finish using the device they
are on.

1) It has enabled all the children to complete homework at the same time. It is also easier to complete the homework on the
larger screen rather than on a mobile phone.
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The laptops were also beneficial in multilingual families. One child was doing an additional GCSE in Polish (her mother’s native
language), so having the laptop means she can do this additional work at home. One family, who were refugees from the war in
Ukraine, were able to continue their studies.

1) Since we came from Ukraine and continue our studies at a Ukrainian school, the laptop has made it much easier to
conduct online lessons and complete online assignments. This was very difficult to do on a smartphone. My child uses a
laptop well, as we used to have a home computer (but we couldn't take it with us).

Benefits for Children with Additional Needs and Disabilities
An unexpected finding of this research was the positive impact of having the laptop for children with additional needs, who were able
to study at their own pace in the comfort of their own homes, away from the potentially stressful environment of the classroom.

1) My child is autistic, and this has helped him massively. His spelling has improved, and he got first place on TTrockstars, an
online maths homework platform, where he came first for accuracy.

1) It has opened up home learning. My son has ADHD and sometimes struggles in the school environment, so this helps us
catch up.

One mum reported that her children with additional needs were receiving extra tuition at home, but prior to getting the laptop, they
had to share a device, which was a great source of stress.

1) Before [getting the laptop], for the extra classes that they used to do, they had to share a lot—share a tablet or share
a phone. It was just a nightmare because they are two very different kids. Now, they can join their classes on their own
devices in their own space.



Tech4Families Evaluation Report | 2024

Her son was out of full-time education while waiting for a school place, so having the laptop meant he could study at home.

What we’ve been doing is trying to get him to do stuff on the laptop, and he’s really become independent using it. He logs
on to things, gets work done, and takes care of everything he needs to do. If we didn’t have the laptop, he wouldn’t be able
to access the work. It would be a case of me trying to print things off and getting him to do it. Now, he goes on the laptop
and just gets the work done.

Others reported the benefits for children with additional needs of having a laptop they could use at home.

It’'s so much easier for my daughter to have a laptop instead of trying to do research on her phone and having to go in
and out of open pages and links. She’s dyslexic and has ADHD, and this caused her so much stress and frustration that
she would often just give up and not complete work. She also had a borrowed Chromebook in school, and being 16 and
having to use a school laptop, she was very embarrassed but reluctantly used it as she really didn‘'t have a choice until we
extremely gratefully received the Tech4Families laptop.

Finally, having a laptop at home meant that one child with visual impairments was able to study at home, as it could be set up to
adapt to her sight.
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Tech4Families
4. Laptops VS smartphones

This section examines the importance of young people having access to a laptop in addition to a mobile or tablet.
While these devices perform a vital role in young people’s lives, our recently published article on this topic highlights
their limitations in instrumental functions such as education and work (Faith & Hernandez, 2024).

4.1 Laptops vs Smartphones: What Does Research Tell Us?

Different types of devices are critical for engaging in various activities, yet 12% of children only have access to the internet via tablets,
and 5% only have access on mobile phones (OFCOM, 2023b). Laptops and PCs are essential for work and educational activities, while
smartphones are seen as critical for communication. Access to laptops is more affected by social and economic status than access
to smartphones; 53% of respondents in low-income households say that laptops are too expensive compared to 40% of wealthier
respondents (Nominet, 2023). Conversely, 18% of those who only go online via a smartphone are more likely to be women, narrow
internet users, and from households where people are either working in manual/low-skill jobs or unemployed. This creates additional
barriers in carrying out everyday tasks; most smartphone users agreed it is more difficult to complete forms and work on documents
on a smartphone than on a laptop or desktop (66%), and around half (49%) agreed it was more difficult to compare products and
services online (OFCOM, 2023a).

This inevitably translates into impacts on young people. Laptops are more likely to be deemed unnecessary or too expensive among
young people, and the parents of young people, who do not have access to them. Expense is more likely to be given as a reason for
not having a laptop (46%) than for not having a smartphone (31%) (Nominet, 2023). Young people needing to complete homework
with laptops tends to be the biggest trigger for their purchase for families that could afford it (Nominet, 2022). Even those who do
have access might not have sufficient access; one out of five students report that they can only use their laptops at certain times or
that they need to share the laptop with others (Nominet, 2022), and 19% of children share their devices with others rather than having
their own device (OFCOM, 2023b).
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The need for a laptop or PC increases for older children, given that they are more likely to need them for school work in secondary
and tertiary education than primary school children. Not surprisingly, the number of young people who said they didn't need a laptop
decreased with age: only 37% of young people aged 20-22 compared to 57% of children aged 8-10 (Nominet, 2022). Children who

do not have access to a laptop are at a disadvantage in doing their homework; as OFCOM reports, “Phones, and some tablets, have
relatively small screens and may sometimes have less capability in terms of running office-type software and interfaces, which may
make them less suitable than larger-screened devices, such as laptops, for homework” (OFCOM, 2023b).

Research from around the world demonstrates the importance of having laptop access for educational outcomes. A controlled
experiment on secondary school children in the Netherlands found that students using laptops tend to perform significantly more
search queries than students using smartphones. Performing more search queries could potentially lead to better learning outcomes
by following up on new concepts (Demaree et al, 2020).

A study of university students in Spain and Latin America found that students tended to prefer laptops for studying and academic
tasks, while students preferred smartphones for communication and entertainment (Séez Lopez et al, 2019). Research from Russia
found that students in grades 6 to 9 who preferred to use smartphones to complete academic tasks tend to have lower levels of
academic performance than those who use computers, laptops, and tablets (Bezgodova et al, 2020). However, this can also be due
to economic inequalities that make it difficult for poorer children to afford laptops and tablets. This is concerning given it can create
a negative feedback loop where poorer children are unable to secure access to devices that more effectively aid their learning and
thus continue to fall behind compared to better-off students. Finally, one study found that users take longer to complete the same
tasks on smartphones than they do on laptops, mainly due to screen size (Maguire & Tang, 2014).

4.2 Laptops vs Smartphones: DPA Findings

All interviewees reported previously trying to do homework on phones and that it was really difficult:

1) [in response to a question about the different learning platforms] How did they work on the phone? Yeah,
they didn't.
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They reported that this difficulty was often due to the small size of the screen or the buttons on phones:

1) Made things a little more difficult, because the buttons are smaller and it’s all like crushed together because
phones are small.

1) The questions are so small. You have to switch between tiles... It’s so much effort.
(Interviewee talking about Sparx Maths)

1) Opened up my child’s world a little bit. He can do things on his laptop that he cannot do on his phone.

For other parents, this was about focus; having a separate device made life a lot easier and meant their child had increased focus
on their school work.

1) It’s much easier to complete homework on a laptop than on a phone. With the laptop set up on a table, my child can focus
more.

She has to read a lot of books online as part of her homework, and using the mobile for reading is very hard for her. Now

a4 o : : ) , .
her time is saved, and she is motivated to do her work and happy to see the big screen. When she was using the mobile,
there were always a lot of disturbances like phone calls and texts, and | use my phone for everything.
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Tech4Families
5. Digital skills and the future of work

The inequalities discussed above risk impacting children’s digital skills as they move into employment, with children
who lack digital skills suffering longer-term impacts from a lack of technology access during education.

5.1 Digital Skills: What Does Research Tell Us?

There are geographical biases in digital skills; regions such as London, South Wales, Glasgow, and Manchester serve as hotspots for
digital skills training and have a greater supply of youth with these skills. Conversely, young people in post-industrial or coastal areas
of deprivation have fewer opportunities to develop digital skills (Learning and Work Institute, 2021).

Schools appear to be underperforming in this area; 20% of young people in the UK do not feel they are receiving adequate digital skills
training in school (Nominet, 2022). More young people (51%) report having taught themselves digital skills than having learned them
from a teacher (43%) (Nominet, 2022). YouTube and TikTok have become the most popular sources for digital skills development.

Despite these training gaps, most young people would like to work in jobs requiring advanced digital skills (Nominet, 2022). However,
trends in participation in specialised digital courses present a mixed picture in the UK. While the number of students studying IT

has been decreasing, the number of students taking up Computer Science has increased. Nevertheless, the increase in Computer
Science students does not compensate for those who have stopped studying IT, resulting in a net loss of students in specialised
digital courses (Learning and Work Institute, 2021). The number of young people studying IT at GCSE level dropped by 40% between
2014 and 2021. There are also significant gender gaps, with just 22% of GCSE IT subject, 17% of IT A-level, and 23% of apprenticeship
entrants being female (Nominet, 2022). Furthermore, boys aged 15 to 16 are three times more likely than girls of the same age to say
that IT is their best subject and the one they are most likely to find a job in (Learning and Work Institute, 2021).
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There is also a lack of digital apprenticeship opportunities and low levels of awareness and uptake of such schemes. Digital
apprenticeships account for just 6% of all apprenticeships in the UK (Learning and Work Institute, 2021). Additionally, workers over 25
are increasingly taking on apprenticeships, thus crowding out younger people. In 2019/2020, people aged 25 and over accounted
for 43% of apprenticeship starters in the UK. ICT apprenticeships often require higher levels of education and experience, suggesting
that young people may be particularly likely to be crowded out of these opportunities (Learning and Work Institute, 2021). Significant
gender disparities are also evident, with young females making up just 23% of ICT apprentices (Learning and Work Institute, 2021).
Regional imbalances are also apparent, with 34% of ICT apprenticeships in England concentrated in London and the South East.
Moreover, 45% of young people aged 16 to 24 are unaware of digital apprenticeship schemes (The & Partnership & YouGov, 2022).

Surveys suggest that most young people in the UK do not possess the digital skills that will meet employers’ demands when they
enter the workforce. This perception is shared by both employers and young people. Yet, the demand for digital skills from employers
is high; 92% of businesses in the UK say that at least a basic level of these skills is important for their employees (Learning and Work
Institute, 2021). This is reflected in the fact that 82% of job vacancies in 2019 required digital skills (Department for Digital Culture, Media
and Sport & Burning Glass, 2019). This figure would likely be closer to universal in 2022, given the rapid digitalisation of work during the
pandemic. Furthermore, more than a quarter of employers say that the majority of their employees require advanced digital skills,
and 60% of employers expect their need for employees with advanced digital skills to increase by 2026 (Learning and Work Institute,
2021). Less than half (48%) of employers believe that young people leave school with the advanced skills needed to fill their roles
(Learning and Work Institute, 2021). This is unfortunate, given that Nominet (2022) found that a majority of young people would like

to work in a job requiring advanced digital skills. Possessing advanced digital skills can substantially impact young people’s earning
potential, with a 40% pay premium for jobs requiring advanced digital skills compared to those that do not (Department for Digital
Culture, Media and Sport & Burning Glass, 2019).

5.2 Digital Skills: DPA Findings

The benefits for children of having access to a laptop impacted their digital skills almost immediately. The survey used the UK
Government'’s Essential Digital Skills framework to structure the findings. After one month, children improved most of their foundational

17
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and life digital skills across the board, along with their comfort with computers. Unsurprisingly, the change was particularly notable for
10- to 16-year-olds, with gains in the ability to bookmark and save information, use cloud services, post on social media, and attach
files to emails.

In interviews, children reported using the laptop to research homework assignments and use programs like Word and PowerPoint.
They also used it for everyday communications with teachers, often on platforms like Teams. Given the ubiquity of Teams in office
communications, this is a valuable skill for young people.

B9 | /would say it’s probably building on his research skills. I think it’s opened up different opportunities for him - you're
building skills every day vis-a-vis building your PowerPoints. There’s a lot of communication on Teams every day with your
teachers.

Programs like Microsoft Word and things like that as well. Yeah, and it’s encouraged him to understand the layout and font.

Beyond these basic digital skills, the laptop also provided support for creative activities, with interviews revealing that it was
supporting activities like Zoom-based musical instrument lessons and writing stories. The parents of younger children revealed how
their children were also benefiting from having access to the laptop in developing basic skills in using a computer, such as using a
keyboard.

By It allows the family to search and browse the web from anywhere. It empowers my kids’ interests in developing skills
independently, as they haven't got a tablet or iPad for their use.

5y This allows our 5-year-old and 7-year-old to complete their online homework and find their way around a computer for
the future when homework will increase and be more digital-based. They are also learning how to type on a keyboard
rather than on a tablet or phone, which we find is really important in life. This improves their cognitive skills and hand-eye
coordination, too.
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Tech4Families
6. How the scheme benefits young people and their families

Our research showed that the benefits of having a laptop were not just experienced by one child in a family. Most laptops go to
families with more than one child (74%), and 40% of laptops go to families with three or more children. This meant that more than
one child was benefiting from the device. When we asked parents about what having the laptop meant to them, they also reported
that it had functional benefits. Given that schools rely on email to commmunicate, parents valued the device for keeping up with
communications with the school and with the ParentPay system (which is used to pay for lunches, school trips, etc.).

The laptop provided invaluable connectivity for parents who were studying and applying for jobs.

1) The laptop also helps me with my studies and assignments, and | use it to log in to my college account and teams. It also
helps me with job applications and CV preparation.

| use the laptop for my coursework, job searches, and family admin.

The main benefit of having a laptop for my family is the versatility it offers. From school projects to entertainment and
staying connected, the laptop fulfils multiple needs for everyone in the family.

One mother of two small children said she was able to use the laptop for writing emails and for websites that she “really needed to
see full screen” and “when | want to attach a document like a CV or something.” She also used it for practical tasks such as looking for
insurance. She mentioned that it provided reassurance that all her documents were saved on a device other than a phone.

19
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1) When you have a laptop in the house, it's just good to know that even if your phone breaks down, you've got things saved on
there. If | were to lose all my files on my phone, if my phone were to crash, I've got that backup, knowing my CV is in there.

Another mother reported that she was a teaching assistant in a school and had been doing a course on the computer for her SENCO
training. She was keen to thank the organisers of the scheme for this.

This report has outlined the challenges faced by young people who do not have access to laptops to complete homework

and develop their digital skills outside the school setting, showing how limited access on a smartphone is insufficient in today’s
educational environment. These digital inequalities are not experienced equally, with children from poorer regions, socio-
economically deprived households, and certain ethnic groups being hit hardest. In a highly digitised school environment, this
invariably impacts educational performance: “The more education is digitalised, the more such inequalities may lead to unequal
opportunities to academically perform” (Van De Werfhorst et al, 2022, p. 14). Beyond these educational impacts, children leaving
school without digital skills risk being left behind in the UK's employment market.
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7. Policy recommendations from the DPA

The evaluation of the Tech4Families scheme demonstrates the importance of access to laptops and connectivity. The lack of access
impacts children’s ability to learn and achieve educational outcomes, including strong attainment levels and motivation to learn. In
addition, digital skills cannot continue to be left to children to self-teach, as digital literacy and media literacy - the understanding of
using digital services safely - are intimately linked but not necessarily intuitive.

On this basis, we have six policy recommendations:

1. Schools must be mandated to check with parents whether they have access to digital services at home, and teachers must be
supplied with guidance on how to support children who do not have access.

2. In schools with high levels of pupil premium eligibility, homework must be set offline, or with an offline alternative, unless all children
can be provided with a digital device.

3. School governors - whether through local authorities or Trusts - must look to provide device schemes that ensure all members of a
year group have devices suitable for learning and do not involve the stigma of low-income students borrowing devices.

4.1n the short-term, schools should create parental contribution schemes that can support every child in having access to a
keyboarded device, not limited to those who can afford it, and ensure those devices can be taken out of the school and used at
home.

5.1n the long-term, the government must accept that parents cannot carry the burden of paying for these devices and work towards
increasing school budgets to cover the cost of essential educational equipment, including keyboarded devices suitable for
learning.

6. Digital and media literacy must be clearly placed within the National Curriculum and supported by teacher training that allows
teachers to gain and pass on these skills. Additionally, mandatory hard copy information should be provided to parents on essential
media literacy awareness.
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8. About the Digital Poverty Alliance

The Digital Poverty Alliance (DPA) is a charity dedicated to ending digital poverty once and for all within the UK, and ultimately globally.
With over twenty years of experience working with schools under our previous name, the Learning Foundation, the DPA brings together
a wide range of organisations, working with businesses, governments, and charities, along with schools, universities, healthcare
providers, and communities.

Our work consists of advocacy and research to create sustainable solutions to digital poverty, while also running delivery initiatives
that support as many individuals as possible with devices, connectivity, skills, and support.

How You Can Help

There are positive actions you can take to get involved in ending digital poverty:

« Sign the Charter for Digital Inclusion if you are an employer of two staff or more - joining organisations such as Currys and Virgin
Media O2 in their commitment to end digital poverty through simple actions.

« Become a partner or make a donation. We can only do what we do through the kind contributions of businesses and individuals.

+ Donate old tech. Your old device could be life-changing for a family in need. We support people of all ages across the UK, and
whether you have one device or hundreds, we can wipe these to high standards and distribute them to those in need.

The DPA wishes to thank the following:

« The people of Currys plc, especially Moira Thomas, Catrin Hale, and the store managers and store colleagues who generate the
micro-donations to fund the scheme.
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« The customers of Currys plc who donate 25p or 50p at the till towards purchasing laptops.
« Dr Becky Faith and Kevin Hernandez, who conducted the evaluation.

The DPA team working on Tech4Families includes Natalie Jubb, Immy Black, and Elizabeth Anderson - together with our wider team,
including Joel Tiller, Phoebe Sleet, Mackenzie Cuffe, and Lea Napieralski, who have all supported the release of this report.

The Tech4Families programme accepts donations from customers in every Currys store across the UK. Families in seven areas
of the UK can apply for a device:

Lincolnshire Coast * Neath Port Talbot & « Ayrshire * Northern Ireland
West Cumbria Bridgend

Staffordshire

Norfolk Coast
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10. Appendix

Over the course of seven months from when the first devices were issued in 2022, the Digital Poverty Alliance
conducted monthly surveys with families participating in the Tech4Families (T4F) scheme.

Initial survey responses indicated that 40% of parents and caregivers reported their child felt ‘'very comfortable’ using a computer. Six
months later, this figure increased by 13% to 53%, suggesting a positive impact on digital literacy resulting from access to a suitable

device at home.

Below is a summary of the feedback received:

Increased Comfort: 40% of children were initially reported as ‘very comfortable’ using a computer, rising to 53% over six months.
Positive Impact on Digital Literacy: Access to a suitable device at home has demonstrably improved children’s digital literacy skills.

In conjunction with the increase in children’s overall comfort levels, their foundational digital skills also showed marked improvement

pbetween the first and last survey:

Foundational Skill: Turn on Device and Log into Accounts

Baseline No17% Yes 83%

Final No 1% Yes 89%

Foundational Skill: Update and Change Password

Baseline No 67% Yes 33%

Final No 48% Yes 52%

Foundational Skill: Use Device Controls - Mouse, Keyboard, etc.

Baseline Yes 89%
Final . Yes 96%

Foundational Skill: Connect a Device to a Wi-Fi Network

Foundational skill: Find and Open Different Applications

Final No10% Yes 90%

Foundational Skill: Open Internet Browser to Locate/Use a Website

Final . Yes 95%
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