Home Access to Technology

Summary of consultation responses
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1)
Introduction

The consultation was held to help officials make better informed decisions by allowing them to check assumptions, bring in new ideas and gather views from a wide variety of individuals and organisations about the Home Access programme

The consultation ran between 9 January and 4 April 2008 and a total of 148 responses were received. The organisational breakdown of respondents was as follows:
School/college staff/governor



38

Local authority/regional support staff


30

Parent/carer/guardian




29

Voluntary/community/independent organisation

21

Commercial organisation




14
Other*







  8
Union/professional body




  5

Public sector organisation




  3

*Those which fell into the ‘other’ category included individuals working in the technology sector. 
This document provides 1) an overview of responses; 2) summarises the responses to individual questions; 3) provides a sample of quotes from respondents and 4) explains the intended next steps for the programme. 
2)
Overview

The responses to the consultation have been analysed and a snapshot of the key views is provided below - 

· There was overwhelming approval of the aims of the programme and agreement that government should encourage the use of technology and the internet in the home for families. 

· Both computers and access to the internet were viewed as essential to modern day living and enablers to educational achievement, lifelong learning, employment and networking.  

· It is essential that this needs to be backed up by support for those who are unfamiliar with such technology or who had concerns about its use.

· Government should ensure safe use of the internet even if it raised the cost of Home Access by providing training, guidance, pre-installed safety measures and encouraging parents to take responsibility.

· Financial help should be targeted at families from the lowest income groups, although it was felt that other disadvantaged groups should be considered, such as those with limited disposable income, those with disabilities/ special educational needs and those living in remote rural areas. 

· Views were mixed on whether technological devices should be owned or leased/borrowed, the majority opting for the latter, given that this would relieve families of the responsibility for upgrading their equipment and arranging for technical support.    

· A list of equipment, which met minimum functional requirements, was thought to be a good idea to help those families who would otherwise be unable to determine what technology they needed.  The need to review the list regularly and basing it on functionality, rather than equipment, were proposed as ways to keep it up to date of advances in technology 

· Industry has an important role to play in enabling the sustainable success of Home Access, such as developing technology to make it more affordable, accessible, and safer, providing technical support and supplying equipment. 

3) Summary of Home Access Public Consultation responses

1) Evidence suggests that access to, and appropriate use of, technology in the home benefits all family members. Should this access and use be encouraged by government?

95% Yes

2% No

3% Not Sure

Respondents recognised that the government has an important role to play in promoting technology as a means of reducing the digital divide, bringing about equality of access and, as a result, creating a more inclusive society.  

2) There is also evidence that suggests that a child’s level of attainment, and breadth of educational experience, may increase as a result of their appropriate use of technology, including in the home. Do you agree appropriate use of technology in the home can achieve this?

96% Yes

3% No

1% Not Sure

Respondents highlighted use of the word ‘appropriate’ as key. It was felt that, if levels of attainment and breadth of educational experience were to be improved, it was important that children and young people were encouraged and supported by their parents and teachers to use technology for this purpose.  

3) Do you agree that encouraging safe family internet use should be a priority for government even if this raises the cost of home access solutions?  

90% Yes

6% No

4% Not Sure

It was considered that safety was paramount given the risk that children could access unsuitable material, be the victims of cyber-bullying or become vulnerable by revealing personal details on social networking websites.  Respondents believed that cost should not be an issue and that the safety of children should not be compromised by financial considerations.   

4a) Given the evidence about the benefits of home access, should government encourage all parents to provide access to the internet in the home for their children?

88% Yes

4% No

8% Not Sure

Many respondents felt that it was increasingly becoming essential to everyday life and was considered by some to be the ‘fifth utility’.  Respondents were also of the opinion that government should only encourage parents to provide access to the there should be no compulsion to do so.  It was felt that parents should not feel pressurised into getting the internet and they should not be penalised or considered to be bad parents if they did not.  

4b)  Do you agree that any government funding should be targeted at the most disadvantaged families?

57% Yes

26% No

17% Not Sure

On the whole, respondents accepted that it was right to provide financial support for those who did not have the means to purchase technology for themselves, given that this would redress inequality of access and reduce the digital divide. However some respondents felt that disadvantaged families were too often prioritised in government initiatives and greater consideration should be given to families with children with disabilities and families who have a low level of disposable income once other outgoings are taken into account.

4c) If financial support is provided for low income and disadvantaged families which covers all or part of the cost of a home access solution, 
should these families own the devices that they may contribute towards or should they lease/borrow from a central agency or other organisation?

40% Lease/Borrow

27% Own

32% Not Sure

Respondents accepted that there were advantages and disadvantages associated with families owning devices or leasing/borrowing them and suggested that families might be offered the choice.  The majority of respondents however opted for the latter, citing a number of reasons why leasing/borrowing devices from a central agency or other organisation was preferable to owning them including ease of support, upgrade and repair.
5) Given the evidence that home access to the internet has a positive impact on educational attainment, should all parents be encouraged to view technology in the home as an important part of their children’s education?

94% Yes

5% No

1% Not Sure

Few respondents disagreed that parents should be encouraged to view technology in the home as an important part of their children’s education given the evidence that home access to the internet had a positive impact on educational attainment. Respondents did stress that parents may need support to use technology in the home, particularly where they had no experience, in the form of advice, guidance and training.  

6) Government is keen that the opportunities for learning in the home are maximised for all pupils without placing undue burdens on the education profession. What steps should be taken to ensure that any burden is 
kept to a minimum?

Respondents generally accepted that any new initiative would inevitably increase the workload of the education profession. However, it was believed that schools had to embrace change and modernise their working practices in order for the benefits of out of school learning to be realised. It was noted that greater use of technology should allow schools to make efficiencies in the way that it had for many other organisations.  
7) It is felt that a third party organisation may have a key part to play in ensuring consistent national quality of helpline, applications and payments services to families. What type of organisation/body should be responsible for these functions?

Almost a third of respondents believed that local authorities (the most popular choice) were best placed to take responsibility for ensuring consistent national quality of helpline, applications and payments services to families.  However, opinion amongst respondents was wide ranging and quite evenly divided with commercial organisations, charities and central government also featuring in responses.

8) There may be an important strategic role for local authorities, in supporting schools in their locality, to ensure maximum benefit for learners and their families. Is it appropriate for local authorities to be requested to undertake this strategic role? 

66% Yes

    11% No

    23% Not Sure

Respondents noted that local authorities had the advantage of having a strategic overview of education within their area, given that they were responsible for overseeing initiatives such as Extended Schools, Building Schools for the Future, Harnessing Technology and Every Child Matters which tied into the Home Access scheme.

9) It is proposed that a list of equipment, which meets minimum functional requirements, is provided to guide acquisition of appropriate technology. Is this the right approach to take?

66% Yes

     12% No

      21% Not Sure

The majority of respondents considered that this approach would have a number of advantages, such as helping families to evaluate options available to them, make procurement easier and ensure all families were given access to an established standard requirement. 

10) It is recognised that the technology industry has a role to play in enabling the sustainable success of home access. What role or functions is it appropriate for government to expect industry to undertake?

Almost half of respondents (47%) thought that industry should reduce the cost of hardware, software and internet access to make it more affordable for low income families.  It was believed that industry should be encouraged to keep prices down by developing low cost packages, reducing ongoing costs, providing discounts for teachers and offering savings through bulk buying for government procurement. Many respondents also noted that industry was well-placed to provide technical support and advice but this needed to be carefully tailored to parents who are unfamiliar with technology.

11) Other comments made
Over half (60%) of respondents believed that the programme demonstrated the government’s commitment to redressing the digital divide, increasing inclusion, improving attainment and enhancing the global competitiveness of the UK.  

Just under half (40%) of respondents highlighted the need to consider the difficulties faced by those children with disabilities/special educational needs.  It was acknowledged that such children were likely to need specialist equipment and software at home which could be expensive and that their parents might need support to enable them to fully engage in their children’s learning.    
3) Sample of comments received 
“Government should encourage access to new technologies, both to improve learning and inclusion among children and to benefit socially excluded families.”

“Appropriate use (of technology) doesn’t just happen it needs to be guided by parents being brought on board as partners”

“We should not under-estimate the crucial role that technology now plays in the social life of young people”

“With the intelligent use of ICT my school has raised its attainment levels from the bottom 5% to top 27% in the last three years”

“Although academic attainment will increase, it should not do so at the expense of losing other valuable methods of learning, which ensure that children and young people interact on a social and emotional level”

“The use of the technology must not be limited to a narrow view of educating but should be able to be expansive and creative”


“A computer without internet access is only half a computer”

“Access to the internet must be controlled and safeguarded. Children's safety should be of paramount importance and cost a secondary consideration”

“Parents need to be supported and encouraged to set boundaries, discuss e-safety and encourage appropriate online behaviours with their children”

“Internet access is an immensely powerful tool that needs careful and responsible handling”

“The provision of a clear set of nationally produced safety standards with supporting advice and guidance for parents is essential”

“Consideration does need to be made for those families whose income is heavily supplemented by tax credit” 

“Leasing must include convenient and rapid access to maintenance with replacement equipment if necessary”

“Families should make a contribution towards the scheme - as things provided for free are often perceived to have no value”
4) Next Steps
As a result of the consultation and continuing dialogue with partners and stakeholders within schools, local authorities and other areas of education, we have established a clear set of core principles to guide future work – 

· that the programme is fundamentally driven from the needs of learners, their families and communities, rather than being a technology-led development
· that its aim is to improve the quality of learning through supported access to technology for all learners
· that any intervention should be targeted on those most at need (as determined by a new measure of deprivation based on tax credits data and the Index of Multiple Deprivation), suitably differentiated to recognise the specific needs of particular groups (such as children in care), and aligned with programmes aimed at supporting those groups in order to maximise impact and secure value for money
· That the system should be simple to administer and not place a significant additional burden on schools

· the need to address the various needs of all children targeted through any intervention by 2011 and for the programme to be sustainable beyond 2011
· that the investment should represent value for money and give the best educational and social returns possible.

The next phase of the programme will be concerned with working up a proposition for Ministers, including a) a holistic strategy; b) a business case; c) an impact assessment including an economic analysis; d) the evaluation of initial pathfinder activity; and e) the analysis of the public consultation. A ministerial decision is expected in autumn 2008. 
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