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Introduction 
Barnardos carried out an online survey of parents to investigate the use of digital technology in Irish 
schools. The survey measures how digital technology is used by children and young people for school 
work; at home and in school. In total 690 parents completed the survey. Of these, 491 were parents 
whose children attend primary school with the remaining 199 respondents with children in secondary 
school. Responses were varied but on the whole parents are in favour of their children using digital 
devices for their school work to some extent. Cost is a concern for many parents, and while in 
some cases schools fund the supply of devices, inadequate funding can lead to undersupply or 
outdated technologies being used. The need for training is another key theme. Parents acknowledge 
the fast pace of technology and the need for children, parents and teachers to be supported to keep up 
to date. The importance of digital devices and assistive technology in supporting children with additional 
learning needs is seen positively, but adequate funding is required to make sure that children aren’t left 
behind.  
 
It is very clear there is an ad-hoc approach to the use of digital technology in Irish schools and this is 
resulting in uneven access. Inequalities are evident, due to challenges in the availability of and access 
to digital devices. Parents want the Government to provide leadership and tackle this problem 
head on by developing a National Digital Strategy for Education and providing equal access to 
digital devices and training for all school children. 
 

“While I think digital technology should be used in all schools, every child is different and all learn at 
different paces and have different needs. Allowances would have to be made to ensure that the 

individual needs of each child are being met.” 
 
Survey findings – type and frequency of use  
The vast majority of respondents reported some use of digital devices in their child’s school; however, it 
is evident there is a disparity and inequity in the availability and usage of digital devices to children in a 
school setting.  

 77% parents said their child’s classroom had interactive whiteboards. 

 66% parents said their children had use of PCs and laptops in the classroom or somewhere 
else on school campus. 

 35% of parents said their child’s school had Wi-Fi or broadband1. 

 23% of parents said their children had access to tablets and e-books in school.  

 2% said their child has no access to digital devices in school. 
 

                                                           
1
 The European average for schools with broadband is 90%

1
; the significantly lower figures captured by our 

survey could be due to the way the question was posed (i.e. grouping Wi-Fi and broadband together) or it could 
indicate that parents are not aware in some cases that their child’s school has broadband. It might also be due to 
the geographical challenges Ireland faces in delivering Wi-Fi and broadband services. 
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While the majority of parents (58%) are happy with the way digital devices are used in their child’s 
school, 42% felt they could and should be better used. Parents cited better access to devices, more 
time spent using and learning about technology, and introducing new classes such as coding and 
internet safety as ways they’d like to see schools improve their use of digital devices.   
 

“Children love to use devices and I feel it will help them in later years, both educationally and 
generally.” 

 
Most parents felt in general using digital technology in school is a good thing, but it should be used to 
enhance and support traditional learning methods. Most respondents (89%) felt digital devices have a 
place in school education, with just 4% feeling that digital technology has no place in Irish schools. 
However just 7% of parents want schools to forgo traditional learning methods and move solely to 
digital learning. This echoes recent research into Irish students’ attitudes to digital learning which found 
that 73% of secondary students surveyed preferred using traditional textbooks to tablets.2 Parents want 
to see traditional books staying in the classroom but recognise the added benefits of complimenting 
books with digital devices. Many felt a lighter school bag was a welcome knock-on effect of their child 
using digital devices in school. 
 

“I don't think they should necessarily replace textbook learning but they should be given more project 
work to help them learn as they go along. The more time spent on a device the more they will learn how 

to use them efficiently.” 
 

Survey findings – cost and funding 
Digital hardware (PCs, laptops, tablets, etc.) is most commonly supplied by the school. More than two 
thirds (69%) of parents said their child’s school supplies the hardware used in school. Digital software 
(aps, e-books, etc.) is also supplied by schools in the majority of cases (61%). Many parents felt there 
was insufficient funding for their child’s school to adequately supply digital devices and software. The 
consequence is there are too few devices and students have to share, limiting the time available for 
individual use. A shortfall in funding also means schools are struggling to keep up with developments in 
technology, using outdated or broken devices and software as a result.  
 
“Need more time to use it. Computers are used for everything these days and a half an hour a week on 

one isn't enough.” 

“Students have access once a week to a computer room. There are 32 computers for a population of 
1,000 students. This is not appropriate. I think the majority of schools have a long way to go to update 

their use of digital media.” 
 
The survey found 12% of parents said they pay for their child’s digital hardware and 14% pay for their 
child’s digital software. In some schools parents fundraise to buy digital devices and software, but in 
many cases parents are left to shoulder the cost alone. This expense adds to an already costly ‘free 
education’ system causing undue financial pressure and anxiety to parents. Barnardos’ annual Back to 
School Cost Survey captures the financial strain families are put under with sending a child to school. In 
2014, the basic costs for a primary school child were €350, rising to in excess of €700 for 1st year 
pupil.3 Adding digital devices on top of these basic costs is not affordable for many families. Some 
parents also commented schools should be obliged to select better value devices, rather than the 
expensive, top of the range versions. 

                                                           
2
 Student Enrichment Services Survey (2015) 

3
 Barnardos Back to School Cost Survey (2014) 
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“Schools aren’t given enough but I don’t think parents should have to pay. What happened to a free 

education and all that? They go to school to learn, it’s not fair on parents like ourselves. We pay 
enough.” 

 
“I think it's great for my daughter to be using a tablet and e-books but the cost of it is too much. I have 
another three children to follow her! I think it should be rolled out in all schools but it doesn’t have to be 

an Apple iPad, it could be a cheaper tablet. I feel the government should subsidise this.” 
 
Survey findings – homework 
Using digital devices for homework is becoming increasingly common with 61% of parents saying their 
children do use these devices for homework, compared with 39% who are not required to do so. Where 
they do use it, about a quarter (26%) must use it often, whereas three quarters (74%) only need to use 
it sometimes. This reveals a presumption and an expectation that such devices are available at home. 
Where these devices are not available at home, children are put at further disadvantage. Nearly half the 
parents surveyed (46%) felt confident helping their child with their homework on a digital device. Just 
15% of parents stated while they help sometimes they don’t always feel confident and felt their child 
knows more about digital technology than they do. Only 1% said they don’t help because they don’t feel 
confident doing so. Some parents felt using digital devices for homework acts as a distraction. 
 
“While I feel technology is the way to go it can cause a lot of issues i.e. children flicking from homework 

to Facebook while doing homework and also the amount of screen time a child has during the day.” 
 
Survey findings – training and capacity building 
Most parents would like their child to have more training on the use of digital devices in their school. 
Nearly half (48%) felt their child needed more training compared with 29% who felt they had enough 
and 23% who felt they didn’t need training as they learned as they went along. A large proportion of 
children had not received training on the use of digital devices in their school (44%) and many parents 
felt the use of digital technology should form part of the curriculum. Parents would like support from 
their child’s school on internet safety, with 77% indicating they would appreciate advice and guidance. 
Some schools already provide courses and information evenings for parents. Many parents [figure?] 
also said they felt it was important that teachers are supported and resourced to receive the appropriate 
training to keep them up to date with digital technology. Advances in digital and IT technology are fast 
paced so investment is needed to keep teachers ahead of the curve and to keep up with their students’ 
knowledge of all things digital.  
 

“Whether we like it or not we live in a digital age and I would like my three children to learn about the 
use of technology. I want them to know the pros and cons, about respectful, responsible and 

reasonable use, about how it can enhance and hinder life in the 21st Century. This learning should start 
in school.” 

 
Survey findings – additional learning needs 
Many parents’ commented on the value of using digital devices to assist children who have additional 
learning needs. Digital devices can level the playing field for these children, allowing them to work 
alongside their peers at their own pace. Parents of those children already using digital devices spoke 
about the difference they make. Those whose children had limited access to digital devices felt their 
child would benefit from improved availability of digital supports.  

 



4 

 

“My son has Asperger's syndrome and a laptop is invaluable to him, however financially I would find it 
very difficult if it were compulsory and probably would not be in a position to fund him for a school 

requiring compulsory hardware, i.e. tablet, etc.” 
 

Survey findings – national strategy for schools  
Access to digital technology is seen as a cause of inequality by parents. Children whose parents cannot 
afford to pay for digital devices either in school or at home are at a disadvantage. Furthermore, what is 
very evident from the survey results and responses is that schools differ in their approaches to digital 
technology. Funding is an issue, with children attending schools which cannot afford to fund digital 
devices having limited or no access to them. School policies also differ. Some schools embrace the use 
of digital technology, while others are slow to provide training for students. Some parents even reported 
the use of digital technology was decided by individual teachers leading to inequity between classes in 
the same school. An overwhelming majority of parents (86%) want the Government to create a national 
strategy for how digital devices should be used in the classroom in schools so all children have 
equitable access to digital technology in school. Universal provision of digital devices and learning in 
schools is an opportunity to create a level playing field, giving children access to the same technology 
and tuition no matter what their family income or ability.  

 
“In the era we live in I believe kids need to learn the correct use of digital devices. Not all families can 
afford to give their kids access to such devices therefore I feel they should have equal access to them 

in school regardless of family income.” 
 

Barnardos recommendations 
The survey results show the current ad-hoc approach to digital technology in schools is letting parents 
and children down. Barnardos and the parents surveyed recognise the benefit of digital devices in 
supporting traditional learning methods; however without a standardised approach to their use, supply 
and how they are taught there is a substantial risk of marginalising children and perpetuating 
inequalities. Unsurprisingly, those who are worst affected are children who are already experiencing 
educational inequalities. These include children from lower income families, those in disadvantaged 
schools and those with additional learning needs. Ireland already spends less than the EU average on 
education and subsequently access to and participation in Ireland’s ‘free education system’ is 
influenced by parent’s ability to pay. Education is an equaliser and all children should receive the same 
quality of education enabling them to reach their potential regardless of their parents’ income or school 
policy.  
 
A strategy creating equal access and a standardised approach to learning through digital technology 
must be finalised and implemented as a priority. It must include low cost, robust devices designed 
specifically for the school market as opposed to the current tablet options. The model should be not-for-
profit and in the best interest of developing equity of opportunity across Ireland’s education system. 
Furthermore, it is imperative that a National Digital Strategy for Education is regularly reviewed and 
updated to keep up with the fast pace changes in digital technology.  
 

Recommendations: 

 Expedite the finalisation of and implementation of the Department of Education’s digital strategy 
applicable in all schools covering how and when various forms of technology are used in the 
classroom including low cost devices used, content, broadband compatibility etc.  

 Increase per capitation investment in primary and secondary level schools in Budget 2016 to 
remove the expectation that parents will make up the shortfall in the running of schools and any 
requirement for parents to fund the supply of digital devices.  

 Remove the 23% VAT applicable to e-textbooks.  


