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1:1 Ed Tech Screens are Hurting, Not Helping Student Learning 
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•	 Despite the push over the last decade to get every child a laptop or tablet, student math and reading 
scores have been declining in the United States. The COVID-19 pandemic certainly contributed 
significantly to the large drops in scores seen in the most recent 2022 assessment, but the numbers 
have been on the decline since 2012.1 In 2022, “the math scores for the lowest performing students 
hit levels last seen in the 1970s, while their reading scores were actually lower than the first year the 
data was collected, in 1971.”2

•	 A 2020 study from the University of California, Los Angeles sheds further light on the issue. The 
study examined the impact of a one-laptop-per-child program. It found that increasing children’s 
access to computers and the internet did not improve educational outcomes, such as the number 
of years of education or enrollment in post-secondary education. “Despite a notable increase in 
computer access, educational attainment has not increased; the schooling gap between private and 
public-school students has persisted, despite closing the technology gap,” the study concluded.3

•	 It is also worth noting that countries that have invested heavily in computers have seen ‘no noticeable 
improvement’ in their results for the Programme for International Student Assessment (PISA) tests, 
according to a report by the Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD). 
Andreas Schleicher, the OECD’s education director, says, “If you look at the best-performing educa-
tion systems, such as those in East Asia, they’ve been very cautious about using technology in their 
classroom. Those students who use tablets and computers very often tend to do worse than those 
who use them moderately.”4

•	 A review by J-PAL concurred, finding that initiatives to expand access to computers “do not improve 
K-12 grades and test scores.”5 According to one study, even small daily amounts, defined as 30 minutes, 
of digital device use in the classroom are negatively related to reading comprehension scores.6

•	 Other research on how screens affect learning may explain why screens have not solved the edu-
cational inequalities as hoped. A study out of Norway found that “students who read texts in print 
scored significantly better on the reading comprehension tests than students who read the texts 
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digitally.”7 And a study using “MRI scans of eight-to 12-year-olds showed stronger reading circuits 
in those who spent more time reading paper books than those who spent their time on screens.”8 

•	 More recently, educational neuroscientists at the Teachers College of Columbia University found “evi-
dence that children’s brains process written texts more deeply when they are presented in print rather 
than on a digital screen.” Brain activations they measured showed that after reading a text in print, 
children were more able to make connections with new concepts. The authors write that their find-
ings “indicate that the meaning networks built during print reading are richer and deeper than those 
established during digital reading.”9

•	 It’s not just reading that’s being affected by technology in classrooms, writing is as well. Research 
shows that handwriting has cognitive benefits that typing on a screen does not. One study found 
that writing out the ABCs, as opposed to typing them, leads to better recognition of letters.10 Thus, 
“the clearest consequence of screens and keyboards replacing pen and paper might be on kids’ 
ability to learn the building blocks of literacy—letters.”11 In addition, writing by hand improves 
memorization of words.12

•	 Critically, EdTech-induced learning loss especially affects the lowest-achieving students. The three 
major educational assessments—NAEP, TIMSS, and PISA—have all revealed growing “achieve-
ment gaps” between high-achieving and low-achieving students. This is true across multiple disci-
plines. The data from all three of these assessments show that the achievement gap in mathematics 
has widened over the past decade, and this trend began before the pandemic.13 The lowest perform-
ing students show the steepest declines. NAEP data on reading scores, particularly in eighth grade, 
shows a high-low gap as well. While the scores of students at or above the 75th percentile in reading 
stayed relatively the same, scores of students at or below the 25th percentile have declined since 
2017.14 Finally, TIMSS data shows a high-low gap in science scores in eighth grade, particularly 
between 2015 and 2019.15
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The evidence is clear – it is time to get 1:1 screens out of schools. Here are actions schools, school districts, and/or 
states can take to move learning away from the interface of screens, to help improve student learning:

Policy Ideas
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•	 Instead of replacing and refurbishing 1:1 educational screens for students, which is a huge expense 
for schools, choose to invest in a dedicated school computer lab instead, where students can learn 
to use computers in computer courses and use them to conduct research or complete assignments 
during after school hours or study hall periods. Other schools are transitioning to computer carts, 
where there is no dedicated 1:1 device for each student, but there are computers that can be brought 
in for use by a class for a specific purpose. 

•	 Schools should invest in paper textbooks for students and classrooms. Sweden became one of the 
first nations in the world to adopt modern ed-tech learning methods, replacing textbooks with 
screens in 2009, inspiring others to follow suit. Now they are reversing course because the data has 
not borne out. Attention spans are shorter, and learning has not improved. Their government is ex-
pected to invest $1.2 million to provide every Swedish student with paper textbooks for each subject 
by the end of 2025.16 The United States should not be afraid to do the same. 

•	 States should require all schools to administer state-standardized testing by paper and pencil rather 
than on screens. The studies presented above demonstrate how students comprehend text more 
deeply reading it on paper than on a screen and make more connections, and how students who 
read texts in print scored significantly better on the reading comprehension tests than students who 
read the texts digitally. There is strong evidence that students will score better, especially in the 
reading and writing portions of tests, if they are taken on paper instead of a screen. Testing on paper 
will also help students in classical and other low-tech schools who are not used to learning or testing 
through the interface of a screen, perform better on these tests. 
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