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About NCB NI
 

The National �hildren͛s �ureau Northern Ireland (NCB NI) is a leading research and development 

charity working to improve the lives of children and young people, reducing the impact of inequalities. 

NCB works with children, for children, to influence government policy, be a strong voice for young 

people and front-line professionals and provide practical solutions on a range of social issues. 

This is done through working in partnership, sharing knowledge, resources and services. There is a 

particular focus on the participation of children and young people in issues that affect their lives and 

work to ensure that their voices are represented where appropriate in the work of NCB. 
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Executive Summary 

Background to the study 

In January 2012, the National �hildren͛s �ureau Northern Ireland (N�� NI) were successful following 

a bid submission to an open research call by the Office of the First Minister and Deputy First Minister 

(OFMDFM). The funding was awarded for a research project to undertake the first ever piece of 

longitudinal research to study the link between young people͛s1 levels of access to, and usage of, 

Information and Communication Technology (ICT) and how this subsequently impacts on GCSE 

attainment. 

Published statistics looking specifically at young people͛s levels of access to a computer/laptop or 

other electronic devices (e.g. games consoles) at home are not available on a regular basis in Northern 

Ireland. The most recent published statistics from the 2013 Kids Life and Times survey reported that 

99% of young people had at least one computer or laptop at home. However, despite the high levels 

of access to I�T (computer hardware, software, and internet) in young people͛s homes in Northern 

Ireland, relatively little is known about what skills young people have to make best use of the ICT 

available to them, how they are actually using ICT (whether for homework or non-homework 

purposes) and the impact that this has on young people͛s attainment at G�SE/ This is set against a 

background of increasing concern amongst policy makers and education professionals (e.g. school 

staff) in relation to the extent of online activity young people engage in alongside a particular concern 

for their safety. 

This study aims to plug a number of these gaps by looking specifically at a cohort of young people who 

live in some of the most deprived areas of Northern Ireland to see whether affordability is an issue 

and whether, and to what extent, lack of access might impact on pupil attainment. This is important 

as previous research has highlighted that lack of access to ICT can reinforce existing disadvantages 

(e.g. lack of family income) and contribute to poor educational outcomes. This research also looks at 

a range of other areas (e.g. extent of online activity, e-safety) and how these areas impact on 

attainment. 

Headline findings 

	 Access to a computer/laptop at home is not an issue for the vast majority of young people with at 

least 95% reporting having access. However, despite the fact that only 5% report not having access 

to a computer or laptop, when scaled up across the top 40 schools in terms of deprivation, c.1,000 

young people are potentially without access, placing them at significant disadvantage. 

	 Young people spend a significant amount of time online each day with one-third of young people 

spending four hours or more online in Year 1 rising to 40% in Year 2 of the study. 

1 The terms young people, children and pupils are used interchangeably throughout this report. 
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	 Social networking and gaming were identified by parents/carers and teachers as activities that 

could most negatively impact on young people͛s attainment/ Findings from this research confirm 

a link between extent of gaming and GCSE attainment, e.g. only two-fifths (41%) of pupils who 

reported using a portable games player a couple of times a day achieved 5A*-C GCSE grades 

compared to over three-quarters (77%) of those who reported rarely using one. No relationship 

was observed in terms of social networking. 

	 School staff were particularly concerned about extent of gaming, reporting a number of issues 

relating to attendance, punctuality and motivation. Particular issues identified in relation to male 

pupils with gaming addiction noted in some instances. 

	 Internet safety is a particular concern for schools and parents/carers however young people 

themselves appeared more comfortable with their own safety online. 

Research objectives 

The overall aim of this research is to examine the relationship between young people͛s access to a 
computer and internet connection at home (home access) and how both access and usage impact on 
educational attainment. The objectives of the research are: 

1.	 To assess and track young people͛s levels of home access throughout Key Stage 42, examining the 
nature and usage for both educational and non-homework purposes; 

2.	 To explore young people͛s skill levels in a number of areas, e/g/ communication/word processing, 
spreadsheet, internet and presentation skills; 

3.	 To examine young people͛s attitudes towards using computers/laptops and ICT more generally; 
and 

4.	 To determine, where possible, if differences in educational attainment at GCSE are linked to 
varying levels of home access, different types of ICT usage (e.g. non-homework or homework), 
varying levels of skills and/or different attitudes towards the use of technology.  

Methodology 

This study adopted a longitudinal approach to examining a range of aspects of ICT (e.g. access, usage) 

and how these impact on young people͛s attainment/ ! total of 13 schools were selected using a range 

of criteria such as Free School Meals (FSM) entitlement, GCSE attainment profile and school location 

(schools were selected from across all Education and Library Boards)3. A total of 978 Year 11 pupils 

were identified in Year 1 of the study and they were tracked throughout. In addition to a large-scale 

2 Key Stage 4 covers the period of time when young people are in Year 11 and Year 12 and are typically aged between 14 and 16. Young
 
people normally sit GCSE examinations at the end of this period. 

3 FSM entitlement and GCSE attainment were both used as the basis for selecting schools because we were particularly interested in
 
understanding (a) whether affordability was a particular issue for pupils living in areas where one might expect affordability to be a greater
 
issue and (b) to understand in the case of those who do not have access to ICT, how this (along with other factors such as FSM entitlement)
 
links/relates to pupil attainment.  
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review of research and policy documents (including c. 50 documents), a range of research activities 

were undertaken in the schools as outlined below. 

	 A large-scale tracking survey of pupils with their GCSE attainment data matched in: The survey 

was administered using supervised completion methods in each of 13 schools to all young people 

in Year 11 in 2012/13 (Year 1 of the study). The survey was subsequently administered in 2013/14 

(Year 2) to the same cohort of young people. In terms of response: 

 745 young people completed the survey in Year 1;
 

 794 young people completed the survey in Year 2;
 

 611 young people completed the survey in both Year 1 and Year 2; and
 

 Pupil attainment data was sourced for pupils who completed a survey in Year 1 and Year 2
 

(n=611) and this was matched into the final survey dataset. 

	 Young Researchers Group: The Young Researchers Group, comprising 22 young people aged 13­

17, played a collaborative role in the project meaning that they were actively involved in the 

research process and planning of research at different stages4. Members of the group were 

involved in the following research phases: piloting/commenting on the survey instrument; 

undertaking site visits to schools and co-facilitating focus groups alongside NCB staff; and 

providing feedback on the final report. Each member of the group was recruited from schools 

across Northern Ireland and attended meetings at NCB NI on a regular basis. In addition, all 

members of the group were trained in research methods. 

	 Focus groups with young people: Focus groups were conducted on site in each of the schools 

and co-facilitated by NCB research and participation staff alongside the young researchers. In 

total: 

 5 focus groups were held in Year 1 with a total of 33 young people participating; and 

 13 focus groups were held in Year 2 with a total of 104 young people participating.  

	 Focus groups with parents/carers: Focus groups were conducted on site in each of the schools 

and parents/carers of the young people who participated in the focus groups were invited to take 

part. In total: 

 5 focus groups were held in Year 1 with a total of 16 parents participating; and 

 13 focus groups/one-to-one interviews were held in Year 2 with a total of 25 parents 

participating. 

	 Teacher interviews: 18 interviews were completed over the course of the two years of the 

research. Teachers selected taught across a range of subjects (ICT, geography, physical education) 

and included class teachers and heads of department. 

4 For more information on the different models of young people͛s involvement in research please refer to N��͛s Guidelines for Research 
with Children and Young People http://www.ncb.org.uk/media/820540/ncb-guidelines for involving cyp in research.pdf 
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Research findings 

Below, the research findings are presented under each of the research objectives. It is important to 

note the following: 

	 The survey findings analysed are based on those who responded to both Year 1 and Year 2 of the 

survey (n=611); 

	 Where there are salient points from the literature that have relevance to the findings from this 

study, they are noted for comparative purposes. 

Research objective 1: To assess and track young people͛s levels of home access throughout Key Stage 

4, examining the nature and usage for both educational and non-homework purposes. 

Home access 

The findings from this study would suggest that despite young people who were surveyed living in 

some of the most deprived areas in Northern Ireland, levels of access to ICT is not an issue for a large 

proportion of young people. Key findings include: 

	 Access to computer/laptop at home: Almost all pupils (95% or greater) reported having access to 

a computer or laptop at home throughout the two years of the study. This high level of 

computer/laptop access broadly corresponds to findings from the 2013 Kids Life and Times survey 

which reported that 99% of young people had at least one computer or laptop at home. However, 

whilst c.5% of young people reported not having access to a computer or laptop at home, if this is 

scaled up across the top 40 most deprived schools5, this would mean that c.1,000 young people 

are potentially without access to a computer or laptop at home. 

	 Electronic devices: Young people have access to a wide range of electronic devices including 

mobile phones (96%), games consoles (78%) and tablets (64%). This trend is similar to other UK 

studies, which show relatively high levels of access to mobile phones (95%), games consoles (71%) 

and tablets (70%) amongst young people (UKCCIS, 2013; Ofcom, 2014). 

	 Printer: The findings from the pupil focus groups suggested that young people͛s level of access to 

a printer at home varied quite substantially and is an issue for some young people. However, many 

of the teachers interviewed did not believe that this was a barrier to learning as they reported 

putting in place arrangements to meet pupils͛ needs in school/ 

	 Software packages: Pupils reported having extensive access to a range of software packages on 

their home computer/laptop. A relatively high proportion (two-thirds or more) of young people 

indicated that they had access to commonly used software such as word processing, spreadsheet 

and presentation packages and levels of access increased between Year 1 and Year 2 for each of 

these packages. For example, 79% reported access to a word processing package in Year 1 

increasing to 83% in Year 2. 

5 This is based on examining the eight schools with the highest Free School Meal Entitlement in each of the five Education and Library Boards. 
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	 Internet: The vast majority of young people surveyed (98% in Year 1 and 96% in Year 2) reported 

having access to the internet at home. This is slightly higher than the levels of household internet 

access reported in the (2009) Kids Life and Times survey (94% with access) and reflects the 

improved levels of provision since then. Quality of internet access improved between Year 1 and 

2 and is not an issue for the vast majority of those surveyed with 95% of young people in Year 1 

and 96% in Year 2 indicating that when they want to go online at home, it works all of the time or 

most of the time. 

Usage of ICT at home 

	 Homework: Over two-fifths (43%) of young people in both Year 1 and Year 2 stated that they 

spent less than one hour per day doing homework on a computer/laptop. Just over one-tenth 

(12% in Year 1 and 14% in Year 2) spent 3 or more hours doing homework on a computer/laptop 

each day. Males were more likely than females to be low intensity (less than 1 hour per day) users 

of a computer/laptop for homework (50% vs. 36% in Year 1 and 50% vs. 34% in Year 2 

respectively). The most popular homework activity undertaken by young people was using 

software to find out information and the least common activity was using software drawing 

graphs. 

	 Non-homework: Young people are more prolific users of computers/laptops for non-homework 

(social/leisure) purposes than homework purposes, with some two-fifths (41% in Year 1 and 42% 

in Year 2) of young people spending 1-2 hours or more per day engaging in non-homework 

activities with a similar proportion stating that they spend 3 hours or more per day. 

	 Online activity: Young people spend a significant amount of time online each day with one-third 

of young people spending four hours or more online in Year 1 rising to 40% in Year 2. Young 

people͛s high levels of daily usage of the internet is commonly reflected elsewhere in the literature 

(e.g. Ofcom, 2014). Social networking was the most popular online activity with over four-fifths 

(81%) of young people surveyed engaging in this activity on a daily basis, followed by watching 

video clips (57%) and finding out information on things that interest the young person (36%). 

These findings are broadly consistent with European trends, with social networking and watching 

clips on YouTube being in the top three online activities that young people participate in 

(Mascheroni and Cuman, 2014). Despite the fact that gaming did not fall within the top five 

activities young people report undertaking on a daily basis within this study, it, along with social 

networking, were identified by both parents and teachers as the two activities that could 

potentially impact most negatively on young people͛s learning and attainment. 
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Research objective 2: To explore young people͛s skill levels in a number of areas e/g/ communication, 

spreadsheet and digital, video and sound function skills.   

This research explored young people͛s confidence in undertaking a range of tasks in a number of areas 

including communication, spreadsheet and digital, video and sound function. These skills were taken 

from the Key Stage 4 specification for ICT and are those skills which young people studying this subject 

are expected to have at the end of Key Stage 4. 

	 Communication tasks: Overall, young people are adept at undertaking a wide range of 

communication tasks. The top three tasks that almost three-quarters or more of young people 

reported being able to do well or very well include: 

 Using a search engine (95%) 

 Sending, receiving and forwarding emails (77%) 

 Adding attachments to emails (74%) 

	 Spreadsheet tasks: A relatively high proportion of young people were confident or very confident 

in undertaking basic spreadsheet tasks. For example, almost three-quarters of young people 

indicated they could undertake basic spreadsheet skills such as entering text, numbers and 

formulae into a worksheet (74%) or formatting cells, rows and columns (72%) well or very well. 

However, in contrast, young people were less confident in undertaking a range of more complex 

spreadsheet tasks, e.g. carrying out a user test of a spreadsheet produced by another student. 

	 Digital, video and sound function tasks: Young people were least confident and less familiar with 

digital, video and sound function tasks compared to either the communication or spreadsheet 

tasks. The proportion of students reporting they could complete tasks very well exceeded 25% for 

just four of the tasks, namely: using transition and movie effects (30%); creating title screens and 

credits (29%); adding audio effects to video clips (27%); and using digital video editing (26%). Tasks 

that young people were least confident in undertaking included preparing digital, video and sound 

for sharing on the internet (with 31% indicating they had never tried this) and splitting, trimming 

and combining digital video clips (with 29% indicating they had never tried this). 

	 Skill Groups: Based on their responses, young people were assigned to high, medium and low skill 

groups for each of these skills categories. Further analysis found that, in relation to communication 

skills, girls were more likely than boys to fall into the high skills category and there were also 

differences based on Special Educational Needs (SEN) status and religion6. In relation to 

spreadsheet and digital, video and sound function tasks, no significant differences were identified 

based on gender, FSM status, SEN status or religion. 

6 A lower proportion of those with an identified Special Educational Need (SEN) were in the high skills category compared to their peers 
(48% vs. 61%). A higher proportion of young people who identified themselves as Roman Catholic were in the high skills category relative to 
those who identified themselves as Protestant (59% vs. 49%). 
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Research objective 3: To examine young people͛s attitudes towards using computers/laptops and ICT 

more generally. 

	 Attitudes towards ICT: The findings show that young people are generally positively disposed 

towards using ICT in general (whether at home or in school), with 88% of young people stating they 

don͛t mind, they like or they really like using a computer for homework/ These positive dispositions 

towards using ICT did not differ according to gender, SEN status, FSM status or religion of 

respondents. 

The findings from the survey also suggest that young people themselves can see the benefits of ICT 

with almost all (90%) indicating that ICT makes their life easier and almost three-quarters (72%) 

believing that ICT makes it easier for them to do their homework. These findings are reinforced by 

the findings from the focus groups where young people commented that by using the internet on 

their computers they were able to access information, on a variety of subject areas, easily and 

quickly and in a format that facilitated learning. Across the UK, the wider literature shows that 

young people have similarly positive dispositions towards the internet (Livingstone et al., 2011a). 

	 Online Safety: One particular area of concern that was raised throughout the two years of the 

research related to young people͛s safety online/ Given that online safety has achieved a relatively 

high media profile over the last number of years, it is interesting that almost three-quarters (72%) 

of the young people surveyed as part of this study stated that they feel safe online. This 

corresponds to findings published by YouthNet (2011) which found over 75% of young people 

thought that the internet was a safe place. Parents/carers who participated in the focus 

groups/interviews appeared much more concerned for their child(ren)͛s safety whilst online than 

the young people themselves – this is partly related to their own lack of confidence in using ICT 

and their lack of knowledge about how to keep their child(ren) safe online. They also felt that young 

people were not sufficiently equipped to protect their own safety online however young people 

themselves appeared to be knowledgeable in this respect.  

͞They are not equipped to deal with the force of mass followers. It is a concern – they fall victim to
 
their own emotions – the craziest things/͟ (Parent)
	

͞People can pretend to be your friends and you might not even know who they are///͟ (Pupil)
	

This opinion observed in the parent focus groups/interviews around internet safety does not 

correspond with the literature, as a recent Ofcom study (2014) stated that a small proportion of 

parents (5%) are concerned about their child͛s online safety/ 
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Research objective 4: To determine, where possible, if differences in educational attainment at GCSE 

are linked to varying levels of home access, different types of ICT usage (e.g. non-homework or 

homework), varying levels of skills and/or different attitudes towards the use of technology. 

Two-thirds (66%) of the young people who completed the survey in Year 1 and Year 2 achieved 5A*-C 

grades at GCSE. 

The findings from this research show a clear link between ICT access, usage, attitudes and skills levels 

and how well young people achieve at GCSE level. The following points summarise the key findings 

from this analysis7: 

•		 Home access to computer/laptop and attainment: Although a relatively low proportion of young 

people (5% in Year 2) stated they did not have access to a computer/laptop, these young people 

were much less likely to achieve 5A*-C grades at GCSE than those who did report access to a 

computer or laptop (29% vs. 68%). These findings are consistent with other studies that have found 

a positive association between computer/laptop ownership and educational attainment (Schmitt 

and Wadsworth, 2004; Valentine, 2005; Spiezia, 2011; Bowers and Berland, 2013). Those young 

people that did not have access to a computer or laptop at home did have good access to mobile 

phones. However a substantial proportion (40%) did not have access to the internet at home and 

access to electronic devices such as Netbooks and games players was poor. 

•		 Access to software and attainment: Pupils who had access to word processing and presentation 

software at home were more likely to achieve 5A*-C grades at GCSE than those who did not have 

access to this software. For example, 70% of pupils who stated they had word processing software 

on their computer/laptop achieved 5A*-C grades at GCSE in comparison to 33% of those who 

stated they did not have and did not want work processing software. 

•		 Usage of a computer/laptop for homework and non-homework purposes and attainment: Those 

who spent around three hours per day using a computer/laptop doing homework were the highest 

attaining group with almost four-fifths (79%) achieving 5A*-C grades in their GCSE examinations. 

The lowest attaining groups were at either end of the spectrum - those who reported spending no 

time or those who reported spending more than three hours, with 57% of each of these groups 

achieving 5A*-C grades at GCSE. In terms of non-homework use, 75% of those who spent about 2 

hours a day on the computer achieved 5A*-C grades at GCSE compared to just over one-half of 

those who spent no time (54%) or less than one hour (53%).  

•		 Use of other electronic devices and attainment: The frequency of use of games consoles and 

portable games players had a significant impact on educational attainment. Pupils were much less 

likely to achieve 5A*-C grades at GCSE if they reported using a portable games player a couple of 

times a day (41%) compared to those who rarely (77%) used one. Similarly, those young people 

who reported using a games console a couple of times a day were less likely to achieve 5A*-C 

7 The analysis used Year 2 survey data and pupil attainment data. 
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grades at GCSE compared to all other categories of users, but in particular in relation to those who 

rarely used their games console. Teachers and parents, in particular, were concerned that gaming 

had a negative impact on attendance at school (on particular days) and on levels of alertness and 

concentration. These findings are supported by the literature which shows that intensive gaming 

on a daily basis can have a detrimental impact on young people͛s academic engagement (Przbylski 

and Mishkin, 2015). The survey found no evidence to support the assertion that those who 

reported gaming frequently had a poorer attendance record. 

•		 Social networking and attainment: No statistically significant association between pupils͛ intensity 

of participating in social networking activities and educational attainment at GCSE level was found. 

•		 Skills level and attainment: Pupil attainment varied significantly only in relation to communication 

skills and not in relation to spreadsheet skills or digital, video or sound skills. Just over one-half 

(53%) of those who were categorised as having a low level of communication skills achieved 5A*-

C grades at GCSE compared to 71% of those categorised as having a high level of communication 

skills. 

•		 Attitudes towards technology and attainment: Pupils were more likely to achieve 5A*-C grades 

at GCSE if they had positive attitudes towards using computers for school work. For example, pupils 

were more likely to achieve 5A*-C grades at GCSE if they believed that computers/ laptops and 

other computer devices made life easier (69%) than those who felt computers/ laptops did not 

make life easier (23%). 

Conclusions and recommendations 

Level of access to ICT devices is generally not an issue for the vast majority of young people and these 

high levels of access have remained unchanged over the course of the research project. However, it 

does represent an issue for a small proportion of young people, suggesting that lack of resources 

potentially plays some part in this. Whilst the proportion of young people without access is low, these 

young people are placed at significant disadvantage relative to their peers and this research project 

shows that those who do not have access to a computer or laptop achieve significantly poorer 

outcomes at GCSE. Whilst a number of schemes have operated in the past (such as those administered 

as part of Neighbourhood Renewal), it is important that steps are taken to ensure that all young 

people, but particularly those commencing their GCSEs (at Year 11) have access to a computer/laptop 

or other electronic device at home that would enable them to have the same opportunities as those 

who currently have such equipment. 

Recommendation 1: A targeted scheme should be introduced to provide those without access to a 
computer/laptop at home with access. Given that this is only an issue for approximately 5% (or 
approximately 1,000 young people across the top 40 schools in terms of FSM entitlement), such a 
scheme would not place a significant burden on finances and the potential benefit to young people in 
terms of educational attainment should outweigh any costs incurred. In terms of administration of the 
scheme, it is recommended that the Department for Social Development, the new Local Government 
District councils and private sector work together to devise such a scheme. 
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The findings from the survey suggest that young people spent proportionately less time on homework 

related activities in comparison to non-homework activities, with over two-fifths (43%) of young 

people in both Year 1 and Year 2 stating that they spent less than one hour per day doing homework 

on a computer/laptop. Further analysis revealed that a significant proportion of these young people 

(particularly those who spend no time using a computer/laptop for homework) underperformed 

relative to their peers in their GCSE examinations. 

Recommendation 2: Given the significant link or relationship between type of usage (i.e. for 
homework purposes), level of usage and GCSE attainment, the leadership (e.g. Board of Governors) in 
each school may wish to consider reviewing their homework policy to ensure that teachers are 
encouraged to regularly set homework that requires the use of ICT (computer/laptop or other 
electronic device) at home. To facilitate this, schools may wish to consider making as much use as 
possible of �2KNI͛s online learning platform (Fronter) and also to encourage young people to access 
and upload homework activities using this platform from home. 

In terms of non-homework use, the most prolific social activity undertaken by young people was social 

networking with over four-fifths of young people engaging in this activity daily, suggesting that it is an 

integral part of young people͛s lives/ Whilst gaming did not feature as one of the top five social 

activities, parents/carers and teachers were concerned that gaming alongside social networking could 

have a negative impact on young people. Our research evidence did not point to an attainment gap 

between those who social networked frequently in comparison to those who did not. However, the 

research showed a clear link between frequency of use of games consoles/portable games player and 

attainment, with frequent users of these devices more likely to underperform at GCSE level relative 

to their peers. In addition, a significant proportion of these young people are boys rather than girls. 

Recommendation 3: The research has identified that intensity of gaming is linked to young people͛s 
attainment and that those young people (the majority of whom are boys) who are intense users of 
gaming devices are placing themselves at considerable risk of underachieving relative to their peers. 
However, whilst there is a link between levels of gaming and attainment, the study did not set out to 
establish the factors (other than extent of gaming) that combine to impact on attainment – for 
example, do high levels of gaming interrupt normal sleep patterns resulting in poor 
attention/concentration in school, or are there other factors which contribute to poor attainment. 
The literature appears to point to a range of potential negative impacts of gaming on learning – for 
example, a recent study conducted by Przbylski and Mishkin (2015) found that, compared with those 
that did not play, teenagers who engaged in low levels of gaming (less than 1 hour a day), evidenced 
lower levels of hyperactivity and conduct issues whereas the opposite was found for those who gamed 
for 3+ hours per day. It is therefore recommended that schools encourage parents/carers to limit the 
amount of time they allow their child(ren) to use a games console or portable games player. 

Recommendation 4: It is recommended that additional research is undertaken (possibly through a 
longitudinal tracking study) to understand in greater detail the factors (in addition to gaming) that 
lead to poor educational outcomes amongst those who are prolific gamers. Given that the majority of 
gamers are boys, the study may wish to focus on boys attending single-sex boys͛ schools and those 
attending co-educational schools, to understand whether the issues are similar or different across 
these school types. 
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The findings from both the qualitative and quantitative research show that young people are not only 

confident users of ICT but that the vast majority of young people enjoy using technology and 

understand the benefits they can derive from it. Whilst young people did mention the potential 

negative impacts of technology in terms of being able to stay safe whilst online, by and large young 

people felt safe whilst online and for the majority of young people, their online activity did not impact 

on their school work. However, findings from the focus groups with parents/carers suggests that they 

are not confident about their child͛s safety online/ 

This discomfort on the part of parents appears to stem both from their own lack of confidence in using 

ICT and also their lack of awareness and control over what activities their child(ren) are engaged in 

online. 

Recommendation 5: It is recommended that the E-safety Forum for Northern Ireland develop specific 
guidance for parents/carers about the steps that they can take to keep their child(ren) safe whilst 
online. This guidance should draw on good practice from other regions within the UK and should be 
piloted with a small group of parents/carers before being rolled out more widely. Critical to the overall 
development and delivery of e-safety messages is that it is undertaken within a context that the 
internet is, on balance, a positive experience for most young people. 
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Section 1: Background to the study and research objectives
 

This section of the report sets out the aims and objectives of this study and also the background
 
and context within which this project is being undertaken. The remainder of this section of the
 
report is structured under the following headings:
 

 Background and rationale for the study;
 

 Research objectives; and
 

 Report structure.
 

Background and rationale for the study 

In January 2012, the National �hildren͛s �ureau Northern Ireland (N�� NI) were successful following 

a bid submission to an open research call by the Office of the First Minister and Deputy First Minister 

(OFMDFM). The funding was awarded for a research project to explore a number of aspects relating 

to young people͛s access to, and use of, Information and �ommunication Technology (I�T8) in their 

home/͛ 

To date, policy in Northern Ireland has focused almost exclusively on ICT provision in schools. Since 

2000, Classroom 2000 (C2K), the body responsible for ICT provision, has spent over half a billion 

pounds in providing ICT infrastructure to schools across Northern Ireland and over the period 2012­

2017 alone, C2KNI is expected to invest almost £170 million in ICT infrastructure9. 

This large-scale investment by C2K, alongside investment by schools themselves, has meant that 

Northern Ireland has been able to achieve an excellent computer to pupil ratio by international 

standards. The PIRLS and TIMMS study10 (last undertaken in 2011) shows that in Northern Ireland just 

over three-quarters of pupils were in schools where a computer was available for every one to two 

pupils, well above the international average of 41%. In addition, for 17% of pupils in Northern Ireland, 

computers were shared between three to five pupils and for the remaining 5% the ratio was one 

computer for six or more pupils. 

In terms of home access more specifically, the Department of Education (DE) has not engaged in policy 

initiatives to provide young people, particularly those who are disadvantaged, with access to a 

computer/laptop at home. However, some Government departments (such as the Department for 

Social Development (DSD)) have operated small-scale initiatives via Neighbourhood Renewal to 

provide targeted access to ICT for families depending on their financial circumstances. 

8 Information and Communication Technology. 
9 http://www.c2kni.org.uk/news/nENniLeader.html 
10 Sturman, L., Twist, L. and Burge, B. (2012) 
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The evidence from the studies which NCB reviewed suggests, however, that young people already 

enjoy a high level of access to computers/laptops and other electronic devices. In addition, access to 

internet broadband has also increased over time – for example, the Northern Ireland Continuous 

Household survey (NISRA, 2014) found that internet broadband access had increased from 64% in 

2010/11 to 72% in 2013/14. It also found that internet broadband access increased according to the 

number of individuals in a household, with 95% of households comprising 4 individuals having access 

to broadband internet, rising to 97% of households with 5 individuals. 

Given that ICT is now so prolific, and that young people who do not have access to at least one 

electronic device is the exception rather than the rule, it is interesting to note that so little is known 

about the relationship between ICT (usage, skills level, attitudes) and young people͛s educational 

attainment. This is the first large-scale study of its kind to look at this in detail within some of the most 

deprived schools in Northern Ireland and the findings may help to shed more light on the potential 

impact that I�T has on young people͛s attainment/ 

Research objectives 

The overall aim of this research is to examine the relationship between young people͛s access to a 

computer/laptop (home access), how that technology is used, and the impact that this has on 

educational attainment and social exclusion. 

The specific objectives of the research are to: 

1.	 !ssess and track young people͛s levels of home access throughout Key Stage 4 (i.e. when pupils 

are in Year 11 and Year 12), examining the nature and usage for both educational and non­

homework purposes; 

2.	 Explore young people͛s skill levels in a number of areas, e/g/ communication/word processing, 

spreadsheet, internet and presentation skills; 

3.	 Examine young people͛s attitudes towards using computers/laptops and ICT more generally; and 

4.	 Determine, where possible, if differences in educational attainment at GCSE are linked to varying 
levels of home access, different types of ICT usage (e.g. non-homework or homework), varying 
levels of skills and/or different attitudes towards the use of technology.  

Report structure 

The remainder of this report is structured under the following headings:
 

 Section 2: Methodology;
 

 Section 3: Access and usage of ICT at home;
 

 Section 4. Young people͛s I�T skills;
 

 Section 5. Young people͛s experiences of, and attitudes towards, ICT;
 

 Section 6: An exploration of how ICT at home impacts on pupil attainment; and
 

 Section 7: Conclusions and recommendations.  
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Section 2: Methodology 

Introduction 

A mixed-method approach was adopted to deliver this project including a literature review, a large­

scale longitudinal survey of young people and qualitative interview methods (semi-structured face-to­

face interviews and focus groups with parents, pupils and teachers). The remainder of this section of 

the report is structured under the following headings: 

Overview of methodology;
 

Methodology; and
 

Young Researchers Group.
 

Overview of methodology 

Figure 2.1 below provides an overview of the methodology employed to deliver this study. The 

research activity took place over the 2012/13 and 2013/14 school years and comprised a range of 

activities with pupils (large-scale longitudinal survey and focus groups), teachers (one-to-one 

interviews) and parents/carers (focus groups/interviews). A short and focused literature review was 

undertaken to inform the development of both the survey instruments and topic guides for interviews 

and focus groups. 

Underpinning all of the above activities was: 

	 A project Advisory Group which comprised representatives from across the government/statutory 
sector, education and library boards and schools (see Appendix A for a list of Advisory Group 
members). This group provided strategic direction to the research team and had a key role to play 
in critically examining the research findings and what they might mean in terms of potential 
recommendations; and 

	 A Young Researchers Group which comprised a group of 22 young people from schools 
participating in the research project and also young people from schools that were not involved 
with the research11. Young people were aged between 13 and 17 years and had an interest in 
computers and ICT. Members of the group were involved in the following areas: design of the 
survey instrument; data acquisition; development of the report; and dissemination of the findings 
and recommendations. 

11 Given the timing of school recruitment (which took place in June 2012), it was decided that the Young Researchers Group would comprise 
members of Young NCB and other young people that NCB work with. A recruitment exercise to establish a formal Young Researchers Group 
took place in early 2013 and the first meeting of the Young Researchers Group took place in June 2013. 
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Figure 2.1: Overview of methodology12 

12 Where it was not possible to undertake focus groups with parents, due to low numbers, one-to-one interviews were undertaken. 

19 











 

 

 

         

    

       

         

          

         

 

    

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                      
            

    

Young Researchers Group 

The Young Researchers Group played a collaborative role in the project, meaning that they were 

actively involved in the process and planning of research at different stages throughout the project20. 

The young researchers were involved in the following research phases: design of the survey 

instrument; co-facilitating pupil focus groups; and development of the final report. A total of 22 young 

researchers aged between 13-17 years participated in the project (see Figures 2.2 and 2.3). The young 

researchers were recruited from schools across Northern Ireland and attended meetings at NCB NI on 

a regular basis. 

Figure 2.2: Young Researchers Group 

20 For more information on the different models of young people͛s involvement in research please refer to N��͛s Guidelines for Research 
with Children and Young People http://www.ncb.org.uk/media/820540/ncb-guidelines for involving cyp in research.pdf 
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Involving Young People in Research at NCB 

NCB recognise that children and young people are experts in their own lives. By involving 
them, wherever possible, in the planning and process of research, NCB works to ensure 
that young people͛s views and experiences are taken into account in what is researched, 
how the research is conducted and how the findings are disseminated and used. Young 
people͛s involvement as researchers is common practice across N��, and the diagram 
below illustrates the different ways in which children and young people can be involved in 
research.  

Involving children and young people in research brings benefits to the quality of the 
research and to the young people themselves. More information on these benefits is 
provided below: 

 Quality of the Research: 

	 Keeps the research grounded in the lived experience of young people, ensuring 
that researchers stay mindful of young people͛s perspectives throughout the 
process. 

	 Ensures that research tools are relevant (for example, questionnaire and 
interview schedules) and issues are approached using language they 
understand. 

	 Enhances the quality and quantity of date gathered- for example, if CYP are 
involved in conducting interviews, they may put their peers at ease more readily 
than adult researchers. 

	 Brings an additional perspective to the interpretation of research findings. 

 Benefits to Young People: 

	 Gives young people the opportunity to access their right to have a say in 
decisions that affect their lives. 

	 Enables young people to make an active contribution to their communities and 
to improve services used by CYP. 
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Figure 2.3: The young researchers participating in training and conducting field work in schools 
across Northern Ireland 

Section 3 overleaf is the first section of the report that provides findings from the primary research 
activities (surveys, focus groups, and interviews) undertaken. 
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Figure 3.4: Amount of time spent by young people on a computer/laptop doing homework on a 
normal weekday 

Source: Young people͛s survey, 2012 and 2013 
Base: Year 1 (588); Year 2 (569) 

Further exploration of the survey data revealed that males were statistically more likely than females 

to be low users of a computer/ laptop for homework purposes in Year 1 and in Year 222 with exactly 

half of males in Year 1 and Year 2 reporting usage of less than one hour per day for this purpose 

compared to 36% of females in Year 1 and 34% of females in Year 2. 

Types of homework activities undertaken 

Finding 7: The most common homework activity undertaken by young people on their 

computer/laptop was using software to find out information for homework, the least 

common activity was using software to draw graphs. 

In relation to homework activities, Figure 3.5 below shows that on a weekly basis pupils were most 

likely to spend time using a computer or laptop at home to find out information for homework (58% 

Year 1; 60% Year 2). Across both Year 1 and Year 2 the activities they were least likely to conduct on a 

weekly basis included drawing graphs (11% and 9% respectively) and creating art for school (16% and 

11% respectively). The activity which recorded the biggest increase between Year 1 and Year 2 was 

creating documents for school (6% increase). 

22 A Chi-square test for independence indicated a significant association between gender and intensity of usage of ICT for homework 
activities in Year 2 (X2 (2, n= 5768) = 15.427, p= 0.0005). 
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Figure 3.5: Homework activities using a computer or laptop23 

Source. Young people͛s survey, 2012 and 2013 
Base: Year 1 (576); Year 2 (574) 

Level of usage of ICT for non-homework purposes 

Finding 8: Young people spend more time at home on their computer or laptop for non­

homework than for homework activities. 

In Year 1, 43% of pupils reported spending between 1-3 hours using a computer or laptop for non­

homework related activities and 42% spent more than 3 hours using a computer or laptop for non­

related homework activities on a normal week day. Less than one-fifth (15%) spent less than 1 hour 

using a computer or laptop for non-homework activities. The survey findings for Year 2 were almost 

unchanged. 

23 The stated activities are undertaken by young people at least once a week. 
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Figure 3.6: The length of time per day pupils spend using ICT for non-homework activities in a 
normal week 

Source. Young people͛s survey, 2012 and 2013 
Base: Year 1 (592); Year 2 (570) 

Further analysis of the data showed: 

	 In Year 2, those pupils who were high intensity users (defined as 3 hours or more per day) of a 

computer or laptop at home for homework activities were likely to be high intensity users of a 

computer or laptop at home for non-homework activities (74%) (3 hours or more per day) than 

low (3%) or medium users (23%)24. 

Young people’s online activity 

Finding 9: One-third (33%) of young people spent 4 or more hours per day online in Year 1.  

This increased to two-fifths (40%) in Year 2. 

Table 3.1 below shows that pupils spent a large proportion of their time at home online. For example, 

in Year 2 over three-quarters of pupils (76%) spent 2 hours or more online. This marks a 7 percentage 

point increase from Year 1. Notably, two-fifths (40%) of young people were spending a large amount 

of time (4 hours or more a day) online. The average amount of time spent online per day in Year 2 

was between 1 and 2 hours. This finding is broadly comparable with UK trends which suggest that on 

average 12-15 year olds spend 2.4 hours per day online (Ofcom, 2014). 

24 A Chi-square test for independence indicated a significant association between pupils' intensity of usage of using a computer/laptop at 
home for homework activities and usage of a computer/ laptop for non-homework activities (X2 (4, n= 568) = 86.751, p= 0.0005). 
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Summary 

The findings from this study would suggest that despite young people who were surveyed living in 

some of the most deprived areas in Northern Ireland, levels of access to ICT is not an issue with almost 

all (97%) young people reporting having access to a computer/laptop in Year 1 of the study. Whilst 

this reduced slightly in Year 2 to 95%, this still represents a high level of access. The majority of those 

who reported not having access to a computer/laptop (n=31) were entitled to Free School Meals 

suggesting a link between lack of access and the financial circumstances of the family. 

The pupil focus groups suggested that young people͛s level of access to a printer at home varied quite 

substantially, and is certainly an issue for some young people. However, many of the teachers 

interviewed did not believe this was a barrier to learning as they reported putting in place 

arrangements to meet pupils͛ needs in school. 

Young people reported having extensive access to a range of software packages on their home 

computer/laptop (including word processing, spreadsheet and presentation packages) and levels of 

access increased between Year 1 and Year 2. 

The vast majority of young people surveyed (98% in Year 1 and 96% in Year 2) reported having access 

to the internet at home. Quality of internet access improved between Year 1 and 2 and is not an issue 

for the vast majority of those surveyed who indicate that it works all of the time or most of the time. 

Overall, young people were much more likely to be low intensity users of a computer/laptop for 

homework purposes than for non-homework purposes. Both the intensity of use for homework 

purposes and non-homework purposes appears to have remained relatively static over the two years 

in contrast to young people͛s online activity which appears to have increased between Year 1 and Year 

2. Other key findings around the length of time young people spent using ICT include: 

	 Homework: Over two-fifths (43%) of young people in both Year 1 and Year 2 stated that they 

spent less than one hour per day doing homework on a computer/laptop. Just over one-tenth 

(12% in Year 1 and 14% in Year 2) spent 3 or more hours. 

	 Non-homework: Young people are much more prolific users of a computer/laptop for non­

homework purposes with some two-fifths (41% in Year 1 and 42% in Year 2) of young people 

spending 1-2 hours or more per day engaging in non-homework activities with a similar proportion 

stating that they spend 3 hours or more day. 

	 Online activity: One-third of young people spent 4 hours or more online per day in Year 1 rising 

to 40% in Year 2. Social networking was the most popular online activity in Year 2, followed by 

watching video clips. 

Social networking and gaming were identified by parents/carers and teachers as the online activities 

that were most likely to have a negative impact on young people. It was noted that these activities 

can negatively impact upon young people͛s concentration, attendance, attainment and can provide a 

platform for bullying behaviour. 
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Section 4: Young people’s ICT skills 

Introduction 

This section of the report explores young people͛s level of confidence in undertaking a range of tasks 

across the broad categories of communication, spreadsheet and digital, video and sound function. 

This section commences by presenting a top level analysis of pupils͛ self-reported level of confidence 

in undertaking the various tasks and this is followed by more detailed analysis of particular groups of 

young people who were categorised as having high, medium or low levels of skill in each of the 

particular skills areas. 

Research objective 2: To explore young people͛s skill levels in a number of areas e/g/ communication, 

spreadsheet and digital, video and sound function skills.   

The remainder of this section of the report is structured under the following headings: 

 Pupils͛ self-reported skill level: top level analysis; 

 Pupils͛ self-reported skill level: An analysis of high, medium and low skills groups; and 

 Summary 

Pupils’ self-reported skill level: top level analysis 

This sub-section provides pupils͛ self-reported skill level in three areas that have been drawn from the 

Key Stage 4 ICT syllabus including communication; spreadsheet and digital, video and sound functions. 

In total, pupils were asked to identify their level of confidence in undertaking up to 24 tasks under 

these three areas. By the end of Key Stage 3, pupils are expected to be confident in undertaking basic 

communication tasks, however spreadsheet and digital, video and sound function tasks are covered 

in more depth by those pupils completing the Key Stage 4 ICT syllabus and young people who are not 

studying ICT might not expected to be able to undertake these tasks to the same level29. 

Communication tasks 

Finding 12: A high proportion of pupils reported that they were able to complete most 

communication tasks well/very well. 

Young people generally reported high levels of confidence in relation to being able to complete a wide 

range of communication related tasks. The top three tasks that young people reported being most 

comfortable with included: 

29 Further analysis of the data showed that there was a significant difference between those studying and those not studying ICT in relation 
to communication skills only and not in relation to digital skills or spreadsheet skills. 
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	 A higher proportion of girls than boys fell into the ͚high͛ category for communication skills 

(64% vs. 50%).30 

	 A lower proportion of those with an identified Special Educational Need (SEN) were in the 

high skills category compared to their peers (48% vs. 61%).31 

	 A higher proportion of young people who identified themselves as Roman Catholic were in 

the high skills category relative to those who identified themselves as Protestant (59% vs. 

49%)32 

	 Those who were undertaking IT at GCSE level were more likely to have high levels of 

communication ICT skills (64%) than those who were not undertaking IT at GCSE level 

(49%)33. 

	 Spreadsheet tasks 

	 Young people were twice as likely to be categorised as having low skill levels in spreadsheet 

tasks in comparison to communication skills (36% vs. 18%). Overall, however there were 

roughly equal proportions (c. one-third) of young people in each of the categories - low, 

medium, high.   

	 There were no significant differences between young people based on their gender, SEN 

status, religion or their FSM status. 

	 Digital, video and sound function tasks 

	 Young people were almost three times as likely to be categorised as having low skills level in 
relation to digital, video and sound function tasks in comparison to communication tasks 
(52% vs. 18%). Overall, less than one-third of young people were classified as falling into the 
high skills category for this range of skills. 

	 No significant differences were observed between groups based on gender, religion, SEN 

status or FSM status. 

	 As may be expected given the specialist nature of these skills, those undertaking IT at GCSE 

level were more likely to have high digital, video and sound skills (40%) compared to those 

who were not undertaking IT at GCSE level (40% vs. 32%)34. 

30 A Chi-square test for independence indicated a significant association between gender and pupils ICT communication skill levels (X2 (2, n=
 
581) = 10.554, p= 0.005).
 
31 A Chi-square test for independence indicated a significant association between SEN status and pupils ICT skill levels (χ2 (2, 581) = 10/24,
	
p=0.006).
 
32 A chi-square test for independence indicated a significant association between religion and pupils ICT skill levels (χ2 (6, 578) = 13/279,
	
p=0.039).
 
33 A Chi-square test for independence indicated a significant association between pupils taking ICT at GCSE level and pupils ICT
 
communication skill levels (X2 (2, n= 582) = 12.584, p= 0.002).
 
34 A Chi-square test for independence indicated a significant association between pupils taking ICT at GCSE level and pupils ICT digital skill
 
levels (X2 (2, n= 580) = 7.959, p= 0.019).
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Summary 

Overall, young people reported that they are adept at undertaking a wide range of communication 

tasks. The top three tasks that almost three-quarters or more of young people reported being able to 

do well or very well include: 

• Using a search engine (95%); 

• Sending, receiving and forwarding emails (77%); and 

• Adding attachments to emails (74%). 

In contrast, young people were less confident in undertaking a range of more complex spreadsheet 

tasks, though a relatively high proportion of young people were confident or very confident in 

undertaking basic spreadsheet tasks. For example, almost three-quarters of young people indicated 

they could undertake basic spreadsheet skills such as entering text, numbers and formulae into a 

worksheet (74%) or formatting cells, rows and columns (72%) well or very well. 

Young people were least confident and less familiar with digital, video and sound function tasks 

compared to either the communication or spreadsheet tasks. The proportion of students reporting 

they could complete tasks very well exceeded 25% for just four of the tasks, namely adding audio 

effects to video clips (27%), creating title screens and credits (29%), using digital video editing (26%) 

and using transition and movie effects (30%). 

Based on their responses, young people were assigned to high, medium and low groups for each of 

these skills categories. Further analysis found that in relation to communication skills, girls were more 

likely than boys to fall into the high skills category and there were also differences based on Free 

School Meal (FSM) status, religion and Special Educational Needs (SEN) status. In relation to 

spreadsheet and digital, video and sound function tasks, no significant differences were identified 

based on gender, FSM status, religion or SEN status. 

These findings should be interpreted with a degree of caution as a recent study conducted by ECDL 

(2014) found that young people are likely to overestimate their ICT skills and there is a wide 

discrepancy between young people͛s self-assessment of ICT skills and actual ICT skills. Skills identified 

in the literature as being inadequate include those typically required by employers such as critically 

assessing online information and editing word documents and spreadsheets (Bartlett, 2011; PRC, 

2012; ICILA, 2014; Sommer, 2014). In addition, the literature highlights that young people are at risk 

of not receiving sufficient training in this area as it is assumed they have a high degree of ICT skills 

because they have grown up in a generation immersed in technology (Selwyn, 2009; Bartlett, 2011; 

ICILS, 2014). 
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Section 5: Young people’s experiences of, and attitudes 

towards, ICT 

Introduction 

This section of the report explores young people͛s attitudes towards technology and examines their 
views on a range of areas relating to ICT and how it impacts either positively or negatively on young 
people͛s lives/ In addition, particular focus is given to young people͛s online safety as this is an area 
that many stakeholders (teachers and parents/carers) believed could have a negative impact on young 
people. 

Research objective 3: To examine young people͛s attitudes towards using computers/laptop and I�T 

more generally 

The remainder of this section of the report is structured under the following headings: 

 Young people͛s attitudes towards technology; 

 Online safety; and 

 Summary 

Young people’s attitudes towards technology 

Finding 15: A large majority of young people (88%) either don͛t mind, like or really like using 

computers for school work. 

Figure 5.1 shows that just over half (52%) of pupils stated that they either really liked or liked using 
computers for school work and a further 36% indicated that they don͛t mind using computers. Just 
over one-tenth (12%) of pupils stated that they did not like or indeed hated using computers for school 
work. 
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Section 6: An exploration of how ICT at home impacts on 

pupil attainment 

Introduction 

A key aspect of this research project is to examine the relationships between various aspects of ICT at 

home and GCSE attainment. Specific relationships that were investigated included, for example, the 

extent of ICT usage for homework purposes and GCSE attainment. 

It is important to note that a whole host of factors other than those which are included within this 

study impact on young people͛s attainment (e/g/ literacy level). In addition, whilst the analysis 

presented in this section of the report will confirm whether a relationship exists or not between each 

of the ICT variables and GCSE attainment, this study does not explain what proportion of the 

difference/variance in attainment is specifically attributable to each of these variables. Therefore, this 

section of the report describes the relationships that exist but does not explain how much a particular 

variable contributes to the differences observed. 

Research objective 4: To determine, where possible, if differences in educational attainment at GCSE 

are linked to varying levels of home access, different types of ICT usage (e.g. non-homework or 

homework), varying levels of skills and/or different attitudes towards the use of technology. 

The remainder of this section of the report is structured under the following headings 


 GCSE attainment profile;
 

 Access to computer/laptop at home and pupil attainment;
 

 Usage of ICT at home and attainment;
 

 Access to software at home and attainment;
 

 Skills level and attainment;
 

 Pupils͛ educational attainment according to attitudes about using computers for school work; and
 

 Summary
 

GCSE attainment profile36 

Finding 19: Two-thirds (66%) of young people surveyed achieved 5 A*-C GCSEs – this is below 

the average for all secondary schools in Northern Ireland. Attainment varied based on gender, 

SEN status, FSM status and religion. 

36 The data presented in this sub-section all refers to the school year 2013/14 only. 
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	 Religion: 48% of those who identified themselves as Protestant achieved 5A*-C grades at GCSE 
compared to 70% of those who identified themselves as Roman Catholic37. Both groups of young 
people underperformed relative to the Northern Ireland average. 

	 SEN: 50% of those who indicated they had a Special Educational Need achieved 5A*-C grades at 
GCSE compared to 76% of those who did not identify themselves as having a Special Educational 
Need. 

Access to computer/laptop at home and pupil attainment38 

Finding 20: Those without access to a computer/laptop at home more likely to underperform 

in their GCSEs. 

As already alluded to in Section 3, this study found that only a small proportion (5%) of young people 

reported that they did not have access to a computer or laptop39. An analysis was undertaken to 

understand the relationship between access/ownership of a laptop/computer and GCSE attainment. 

The analysis showed that those pupils who reported that they did have access to a computer or laptop 

in their home in Year 2 of the study were more likely to have achieved 5A*-C grades at GCSE (68%) 

than those who reported they did not have access to a computer or laptop (29%)40. This finding 

corresponds with the literature which shows that access to ICT at home has a mainly positive impact 

on educational attainment (Schmitt and Wadsworth, 2004; Valentine, 2005; Spiezia, 2011; Bowers and 

Berland, 2013). 

Figure 6.2: Pupils’ educational attainment according to access to a computer or laptop at home 
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Source: Young people͛s survey 2013. 

Base: 603
 

37 It is important to note that schools were selected based on the proportion of young people who were entitled to Free Schools Meals. As
 
many of these schools were Maintained schools, a high proportion of those surveyed identified themselves as Roman Catholic. 

38 Findings presented for the remainder of this section relate to Year 2 survey data only. 

39 Caution should be exercised in interpreting these findings as the number of young people that reported that they did not have access to
 
a computer or laptop is low.
 
40 A Chi-square test for independence (with Yates Continuity Correction) indicated a significant association between educational attainment
 
and access to a computer or laptop at home (X2 (1, n= 603) = 18.208, p= 0.0005).
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	 No significant association was identified for pupils͛ access to other types of software, 

including Adobe Reader, iTunes, Database Software, Spreadsheet Software and Photoshop, 

and educational attainment at GCSE level. 

Usage of ICT at home and attainment 

Usage of computer/laptop at home and educational attainment 

Finding 22: A clear link was identified between the amount of time spent using a computer 

for homework and non-homework purposes and attainment. Those at either end of the usage 

spectrum (less than 1 hour per day or more than 3 hours) more likely to not achieve 5 A*-C 

grades at GCSE level relative to their peers.  

An analysis was undertaken to understand the relationship, if any, between extent of usage of ICT for 

homework purposes and attainment and also extent of usage of ICT for social/non-homework 

purposes and attainment. The following findings emerged: 

	 The survey findings show that pupil attainment is lowest at each end of the usage spectrum with: 

	 Those who use a computer/laptop least (i.e. no time or less than 1 hour) for homework or 

non-homework purposes more likely to not achieve 5 A*-C grades at GCSE compared to 

moderate/high users (1-3 hours); and 

	 Those who use a computer/laptop most (i.e. 3 or more hours) for either homework or non­

homework purposes less likely to achieve 5 A*-C grades compared to moderate/high users 

(1-3 hours)43 

	 Those who reported using a computer for about 3 hours per day for homework purposes 

attained the highest, with 79% of this group achieving 5A*-C grades at GCSE, exceeding the 

Northern Ireland average for secondary schools and close to the overall Northern Ireland 

average. 

	 Those who reported using a computer/laptop for about 1, 2 or 3 hours per day (for either 

homework or non-homework activities) performed close to or above the Northern Ireland 

average for secondary schools. 

43 A Chi-square test for independence indicated a significant association between educational attainment and usage of a computer for 
homework purposes (X2 (5, n= 569) = 12.658, p= 0.027). A Chi-square test for independence indicated a significant association between 
educational attainment and usage of a computer for non-homework purposes (X2 (5, n= 570) = 14.914, p= 0.011).  
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Figure 6.3: Percentage of young people achieving 5A*-C grades at GCSE in relation to home use of 
ICT for homework and non-homework purposes 

Source: Young people͛s survey 2013. 
Base: 569-570 

Relationship between usage of a range of electronic devices and educational 
attainment 

Finding 23: Young people who reported using a portable games player or a games console at 

home a couple of times a day were less likely to achieve 5A*-C grades at GCSEs than those 

who played these devices less often. 

The survey also asked young people about how frequently they used a range of devices to go online. 

The survey included nine devices that young people could use to go online including the following: 

 Smart television; 

 E-book; 

 Games console (e.g. PlayStation 3); 

 Laptop; 

 Mobile phone; 

 Netbook; 

 PC; 

 Portable Games Player; and 

 Tablet. 
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Out of a possible nine electronic devices, a significant association between frequency of usage and 

educational attainment was identified for two devices44: Portable Games Player and Games Console 

(e.g. PS3). Pupils were less likely to achieve 5A*-C grades at GCSES if they reported using a portable 

games player a couple of times a day (41%) compared to those who rarely (77%) used one45. Similarly, 

those young people who reported using a games console a couple of times a day were less likely to 

achieve 5A*-C grades at GCSE compared to all other categories of users, but in particular in relation 

to those who rarely used their games console46. These findings are supported by the literature which 

shows that intensive gaming on a daily basis can have a detrimental impact on young people͛s 

academic engagement (Przbylski and Mishkin, 2015). The findings showing young people͛s 

attainment for different gaming user groups are illustrated in Figure 6.4 below and the link between 

gaming and attainment as suggested by parents/carers and teachers interviewed is supported by the 

survey findings. 

Figure 6.4: Relationship between GCSE attainment and usage of gaming devices 

Source: Young people͛s survey 2013. 
Base: 268-435 

44 This analysis is based only on those who reported having each of the electronic devices and excludes those who indicated that they did
 
not have the device. 

45 A Chi-square test for independence indicated a significant association between pupils' intensity of usage of a Portable Games Player and
 
educational attainment (X2 (4, n= 268) = 24.533, p= 0.0005).
 
46 A Chi-square test for independence indicated a significant association between pupils' intensity of usage of a games console and
 
educational attainment (X2 (4, n= 435) = 10.542, p= 0.032).
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Despite issues relating to social networking and its negative impact on young people being raised in 

the interviews and focus groups, no statistically significant association between pupils͛ intensity of 

participating in social networking activities and educational attainment at GCSE level was found to 

exist. However, pupils intensity of participating in online games was found to have an impact on 

attainment, i.e. the more frequently pupils participated in these activities the less likely they were to 

achieve 5A*-C grades at GCSEs. The survey found no evidence to support the assertion that those 

who reported gaming online frequently had a poorer attendance record. 

Skills level and attainment 

Finding 25: Young people͛s attainment varied significantly according to the level of 

communication skills they reported having. Those with low levels of skills were less likely to 

achieve 5A*-C grades at GCSEs compared to those with high skill levels. 

In Section 5, pupils͛ self-reported ICT skill levels were grouped into three categories (high, medium 

and low) for communication, spreadsheet and digital, video and sound function tasks. Pupils͛ 

educational attainment was explored according to their self-reported skill levels for these tasks. 

Figure 6.5 below illustrates that young people were more likely to achieve 5A*-C grades at GCSEs if 

they had high (71%) or medium (68%) levels of ICT communication skills compared to those who had 

low levels (53%) of ICT communication skills47. 

No statistically significant relationships were found for either spreadsheet or digital skills and 

educational attainment. These findings make sense intuitively as many of these are specialist in nature 

and would expect to be better developed in those young people undertaking a GCSE in ICT. 

Overall, this suggests that basic communication skills are a more important determining factor in 

terms of young people͛s G�SE attainment than either spreadsheet or digital, video or sound skills. 

47 A Chi-square test for independence indicated a significant association between ICT skill levels for communication tasks and educational 
attainment (X2 (2, n= 582) = 10.768, p= 0.005). 
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Figure 6.5: Young people’s communication skill level and GCSE attainment 

Source: Young people͛s survey 2013. 
Base: 582 

Pupils’ educational attainment according to attitudes about using 
computers for school work 

Finding 26: Pupils were more likely to achieve 5A*-C grades at GCSEs if they had positive 

attitudes towards using computers for school work. 

Those young people who showed more positive attitudes towards using computers/laptops for school 

work were more likely to achieve 5A*-C grades at GCSE level than those pupils who expressed more 

negative viewpoints. Table 6.1 below shows that pupils were more likely to achieve 5A*-C grades at 

GCSE if they: 

	 Believed that computers/ laptops and other computer devices made life easier (69%) than those 

who felt computers/ laptops did not make life easier (23%)48. 

	 Stated that they did not find computers and laptops frustrating to use (70%) compared to those 

young people who found them frustrating to use (54%)49. 

48 A Chi-square test for independence indicated a significant association between students views on computers/ laptops making life easier
 
and educational attainment (X2 (2, n= 591) = 17.879, p= 0.0005).
 
49 Chi-square test for independence indicated a significant association between students attitudes about computers/ laptops being
 
frustrating to use and educational attainment (X2 (2, n= 588) = 8.834, p= 0.012).
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Summary 

Two-thirds (66%) of the young people who completed the survey in Year 1 and Year 2 achieved 5A*-C 
grades at GCSE. This compares less favourably to the Northern Ireland average for secondary schools 
(72%) and the Northern Ireland average for all young people who took GCSEs (82%). 

The findings from this research show a clear link between access, usage, attitudes and young people͛s 
skills level and how well they achieve at GCSE level.  The following points summarise the key findings 
from this analysis51: 

•		 Home access to computer/laptop and attainment: Although a relatively low proportion of young 

people (5% in Year 2) stated they did not have access to a computer/laptop, these young people 

were much less likely to achieve 5A*-C grades at GCSE than those who did report access to a 

computer or laptop (29% vs. 68%). 

•		 Usage of a computer/laptop for homework and non-homework purposes and attainment: Those 

who spent around three hours per day using a computer/laptop to do homework were the highest 

attaining group with almost four-fifths (79%) achieving 5A*-C grades in their GCSE exams. The 

lowest attaining groups were those who reported spending no time or those who reported 

spending more than three hours, with 57% of each of these groups achieving 5*-C grades at GCSE. 

In terms of non-homework use, 75% of those who spent about 2 hours a day on the computer 

achieved 5A*-C grades at GCSE level compared to just over one-half of those who spent no time 

(54%) or less than one hour (53%). 

•		 Use of other electronic devices and attainment: The frequency of daily use of games consoles and 

portable games players had a significant impact on educational attainment. Pupils were less likely 

to achieve 5A*-C grades at GCSES if they reported using a portable games player a couple of times 

a day (41%) compared to those who rarely (77%) used one. Similarly, those young people who 

reported using a games console a couple of times a day were less likely to achieve 5A*-C grades at 

GCSE compared to all other categories of users, but in particular in relation to those who rarely 

used their games console. 

•		 Skills level and attainment: Pupil attainment varied significantly only in relation to communication 

skills and not in relation to spreadsheet skills or digital, video or sound skills. Just over one-half 

(53%) of those who were categorised as having a low level of communication skills achieved 5A*-

C grades at GCSE compared to 71% of those categorised as having a high level of communication 

skills. 

•		 Attitudes towards technology and attainment: Pupils were more likely to achieve 5A*-C grades 

at GCSEs if they had positive attitudes towards using computers for school work. For example, 

pupils were more likely to achieve 5A*-C grades at GCSE if they believed that computers/ laptops 

and other computer devices made life easier (69%) than those who felt computers/ laptops did not 

make life easier (23%). 

51 The analysis used Year 2 survey data and pupil attainment data. 
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Section 7: Conclusions and recommendations
 

Young people͛s level of access to I�T devices is generally not an issue for the vast majority of young 

people and these high levels of access have remained unchanged over the course of the research 

project. However, it does represent an issue for a small proportion of young people a significant 

proportion of whom were entitled to Free School Meals suggesting that lack of resources could at 

least play some part in this. Whilst the proportion of young people without access is low, these young 

people are placed at significant disadvantage relative to their peers and this research project shows 

that those who do not have access to a computer or laptop achieve significantly poorer outcomes at 

GCSE. If this is scaled up across the top 40 most deprived schools (the targeted sample for this study), 

this would mean that c.1,000 young people are potentially without access to a computer or laptop at 

home. Whilst a number of schemes have operated in the past (such as those administered as part of 

Neighbourhood Renewal), it is important that steps are taken to ensure that all young people, but 

particularly those commencing their GCSEs (at Year 11) have access to a computer/laptop or other 

electronic device that would enable them to have the same opportunities as those who currently have 

such equipment. 

Recommendation 1: 

 Recommendation 1: A targeted scheme should be introduced to provide those without access to a 
computer/laptop at home with access. Given that this is only an issue for approximately 5% (or 
approximately 1,000 young people across the top 40 schools in terms of FSM entitlement), such a 
scheme would not place a significant burden on finances, and the potential benefit to young people 
in terms of educational attainment should outweigh any costs incurred. In terms of administration 
of the scheme, it is recommend that the Department for Social Development, the new Local 
Government District councils and private sector work together to devise such a scheme. 

The findings from the survey suggest that young people spent proportionately less time on homework 

related activities in comparison to non-homework activities, with over two-fifths (43%) of young 

people in both Year 1 and Year 2 stating that they spent less than one hour per day doing homework 

on a computer/laptop. Further analysis revealed that a significant proportion of these young people 

(particularly those who spend no time using a computer/laptop for homework) underperformed 

relative to their peers in their GCSE exams. 

Recommendation 2: 

 Recommendation 2: Given the significant link or relationship between type of usage (i.e. for 
homework purposes), level of usage and GCSE attainment, the leadership (e.g. Board of Governors) 
in each school may wish to consider reviewing their homework policy to ensure that teachers are 
encouraged to regularly set homework that requires the use of ICT (computer/laptop or other 
electronic device) at home. To facilitate this, schools may wish to consider making as much use as 
possible of �2KNI͛s online learning platform (Fronter) and also encourage young people to access 
and upload homework activities using this platform from home. 
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In terms of non-homework use, the most prolific social activity undertaken by young people was social 

networking, with over four-fifths of young people doing this on a daily basis. Whilst gaming did not 

feature as one of the top five social activities, parents/carers and teachers were concerned that 

gaming alongside social networking could be having a negative impact on young people. Our research 

evidence did not point to an attainment gap between those who social networked frequently in 

comparison to those who did not. However, the research showed a clear link between frequency of 

use of games consoles/portable games player and attainment, with frequent users of these devices 

more likely to underachieve relative to their peers. In addition, a significant proportion of these young 

people are boys rather than girls. 

Recommendation 3: The research has identified that intensity of gaming is linked to young people͛s 
attainment and that those young people (the majority of whom are boys) who are intense users of 
gaming devices are placing themselves at considerable risk of underachieving relative to their peers. 
However, whilst there is a link between levels of gaming and attainment, the study did not set out to 
establish the factors (other than extent of gaming) that combine to impact on attainment – for 
example, do high levels of gaming interrupt normal sleep patterns resulting in poor 
attention/concentration in school, or are there other factors which contribute to poor attainment. 
The literature appears to point to a range of potential negative impacts of gaming on learning – for 
example, a recent study conducted by Przbylski and Mishkin (2015) found that, compared with those 
that did not play, teenagers who engaged in low levels of gaming (less than 1 hour a day), evidenced 
lower levels of hyperactivity and conduct issues whereas the opposite was found for those who gamed 
for 3+ hours per day. It is therefore recommended that schools encourage parents/carers to limit the 
amount of time they allow their child (ren) to use a games console or portable games player. 

Recommendation 4: It is recommended that additional research is undertaken (possibly through a 
longitudinal tracking study) to understand in greater detail the factors (in addition to gaming) that 
lead to poor educational outcomes amongst those who are prolific gamers. Given that the majority of 
gamers are boys, the study may wish to focus on boys attending single-sex boys͛ schools and those 
attending co-educational schools, to understand whether the issues are similar or different across 
these school types. 

The findings from both the qualitative and quantitative research show that young people are not only 

confident users of ICT but that the vast majority of young people enjoy using technology and 

understand the benefits they can derive from it. Whilst young people did mention the potential 

negative impacts of technology in terms of being able to stay safe whilst online, by and large young 

people felt safe whilst online and for the majority of young people, their online activity did not impact 

on their school work. However, findings from the focus groups with parents/carers suggests that they 

are not confident about their child͛s safety online/ This discomfort on the part of parents appears to 

stem both from their own lack of confidence in using ICT and also their lack of awareness and control 

over what activities their child(ren) are engaged in online. 

Recommendation 5: It is recommended that the E-safety Forum for Northern Ireland develop specific 
guidance for parents/carers about the steps that they can take to keep their child(ren) safe whilst 
online. This guidance should draw on good practice from other regions within the UK and should be 
piloted with a small group of parents/carers before being rolled out more widely. Critical to the overall 
development and delivery of e-safety messages is that it is undertaken within a context that the 
internet is, on balance, a positive experience for most young people. 
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Appendix C: Profile of schools participating in the research
 
Table C1: Profile of schools 

Note: Totals may not sum to 100% due to rounding 
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