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ABSTRACT
Drawing upon 15 semi-structured interviews with teachers at 
a Catholic school in the British city of Hull, we offer new qualitative 
insights on the effects of students’ unequal access to digital tools when 
switching to distance learning in the context of COVID-19 school 
closures. During the 2020–2021 academic year, this school serving 
pupils from highly dissimilar socioeconomic backgrounds distributed 
300 laptops to students who did not own any digital learning device. It 
emerges that students with limited access to devices suffered negative 
impacts on their academic performance, and that this effect also 
applied to students who had access to a mobile device and hence 
did not receive a laptop. Our interviews also suggest that having to 
share a device with another family member leads to more absenteeism 
and a fall in academic attainment. Low parental involvement is shown 
to have negative effects on students’ attainment, particularly for chil-
dren from deprived backgrounds. Finally, poorer students are seen to 
become isolated from peers, with diminishing social skills throughout 
lockdowns due to their lack of access to digital tools.
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Introduction and context

How disruptive has the COVID-19 pandemic been for school students around the world? 
UNICEF (2021) estimates that at least 168 million children worldwide experienced complete 
school closures for almost an entire year due to COVID-19 lockdowns. The risk that these 
school closures may have widened the socioeconomic skills gap is considerable (Haeck & 
Lefebvre, 2020). Distance learning, which occurs when lessons are adapted to students and 
teachers being separated by place and/or time, did offer a solution yet the lack of access to 
digital tools for certain demographics proved to be a grave counterbalancing force (Moore 
et al., 2011). Indeed, UNICEF (2020) showed that 463 million students did not have the luxury 
of being able to learn remotely (Andrew et al., 2020b). Consequently, learning losses due to 
these school closures have been uneven across socioeconomic groups (Blaskó et al., 2021). 
There is also a fear that school closures may have triggered a long-term educational 
disengagement for students from lower income groups (Drane et al., 2020).
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In this direction, this article joins the body of work investigating the importance of 
digital equity in a context of crisis. Failing to ensure such equity may result in critical 
learning losses (Dhawan, 2020; Kuhfeld et al., 2020), cognitive losses (Murat & Bonacini, 
2020), aspirations failure (Khattab, 2015), aspirations frustration (Boxer et al., 2010; 
Brunstein, 1993; DeBacker & Routon, 2021) and multiple other negative consequences. 
We find a lack of qualitative evidence on how the transition to distance learning during 
COVID-19 was experienced by students who lacked adequate digital tools, and contribute 
to filling this gap by conducting semi-structured interviews with 15 teachers at a Catholic 
school in the British city of Hull. Over the 2020–2021 academic year, as the switch to 
distance learning was taking place, this school issued 300 laptops to students who owned 
no digital device whatsoever, omitting pupils who had access to a mobile device due to 
a limited number of laptops. Our interviews offer a range of insights which we believe 
should be taken into consideration when an institution opts to switch to distance learn-
ing. In particular, our interviewees touched upon 1) the importance of device compat-
ibility, 2) the role of parents’ involvement, and 3) the existence of a group of ultra- 
vulnerable students.

Literature review

The provision of digital tools

The term ‘digital tool’ refers to both the hard device (e.g. laptops, tablets or mobile 
phones) and the software via which student-teacher interactions actually take place 
(e.g. Microsoft Teams, Adobe products, Moodle, etc.). The COVID-19 pandemic has led 
to a mass provision of such digital tools to students to support the shift to distance 
learning. The goal was to help disadvantaged students who are most vulnerable to this 
transition, although there is substantial literature which suggests that providing digital 
tools alone is not enough to solve socio-digital inequalities. Hall et al. (2020) list a number 
of challenges to consider, such as an absence of internet connection at home or not 
knowing how to utilise a particular technology. Using interviews, Frohn (2021) finds that 
simply owning a digital device is not enough for effective distance learning, and that 
students and teachers must both be equipped with suitable digital skills to use these 
devices. Similarly, Kulikowski et al. (2021) posit that teachers must receive immediate 
training on the necessary software needed for distance learning.

A large strand of literature documents negative impacts of a provision of digital tools 
to students. Using data from the United States, Vigdor et al. (2014) show that the 
introduction of high-speed internet has had negative effects on mathematics and reading 
exam results. The availability of high-speed internet was seen to lower computer use for 
homework, with students opting for recreational activities rather than educational ones. 
Vigdor et al. (2014) also suggest that providing universal access to home computers and 
high-speed internet may widen racial and socioeconomic achievement gaps, as some 
groups are able to use technology more productively than others. In Uruguay, a one- 
laptop-per child program successfully eliminated the technological gap between private 
and public-school students, but the provision of laptops had little impact on other 
outcomes of interest such as educational attainment or the schooling gap (Yanguas, 
2020). Surveying schools in Sweden, Hall et al. (2021) find that school provision of laptops 
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or tablets can increase inequality in educational outcomes by reducing the performance 
of low-socioeconomic status students. Beuermann et al. (2015) implemented 
a randomised control trial, distributing a thousand laptops to primary school students 
in Lima, Peru. Students who received a laptop emerge as exerting significantly less 
academic effort compared to their peers who did not receive a laptop.

Challenges to distance learning

The risk of distraction
A key challenge to distance learning is the increased probability of students getting 
distracted compared to face-to-face classes. In fact, even in a face-to-face context, digital 
tools have been found to act as a distracting factor leading to lower academic outcomes 
(Dontre, 2020). For instance, Carter’s et al. (2017) randomised trial in the United States 
Military Academy shows that permitting computer devices in classrooms has a negative 
effect on exam scores.

In-person learning seems to be more beneficial for academic attainment compared to 
online learning. Bettinger et al. (2017) studied university students and found that taking 
an online course, instead of in-person course, decreases students’ grades and likelihood to 
remain enrolled at university. Using data from Switzerland, Tomasik et al. (2020) find that 
primary school students learned more than twice as fast during in-person learning 
compared to distance learning. However, Vittorini and Galassi (2021) find that online 
learning has a positive effect on higher student engagement.

Cell phones have been shown to have positive effects on student engagement and 
motivation but can also be a source of distraction (Shelton et al., 2009; Thomas et al., 
2013). Beland and Murphy (2016) surveyed schools in England and found that mobile 
phone bans in schools led to a significant increase in exam grades, and that this effect was 
driven by the lowest-achieving students. Their findings suggest underachieving students 
are more easily distracted by the presence of mobile phones in school.

The case of absenteeism
Aside from the possibility of distraction, the risk of complete and unnoticed absenteeism 
in distance learning must be considered. With the possibility of turning cameras off as well 
as muting videos, many teachers find themselves wondering whether students are really 
present. Gershenson et al. (2016) shows that school absenteeism has negative effects on 
academic achievement, particularly for low-income students. Gottfried and Kirksey (2017) 
suggest that school absenteeism may have a greater negative effect on low-income 
students’ exam results as they are unlikely to have the resources to make up for the lost 
instructional time at home. Tomasik et al. (2020) documents that having minority status 
and coming from a low-income family both correlate with school absenteeism.

The problem of absenteeism lies in the loss of instructional time, which also applies in 
the case of class cancellation or teacher absence. Belot and Webbink (2010) show that 
school disruptions caused by teacher strikes in Belgium result in lower educational 
achievement, increased grade repetition and less students going into higher education. 
In Ontario, Johnson (2011) shows that teacher strikes are associated with significant 
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reductions in students’ academic performance in disadvantaged schools, highlighting 
that the quantity of instructional time is critical; in fact, the loss of instructional days due 
to teacher strikes clearly engenders a learning gap between affected and unaffected 
schools.

The role of parents

Not all parents get involved in their children’s education, be it in periods of stability or 
during times of crisis. A number of factors are found to determine parental involvement, 
socioeconomic status being a key determinant (Azubuike et al., 2021; Lareau, 1987). Smith 
(2006) documents that children from low-income families tend to have less parental 
involvement, thus benefiting less from the academic and attitudinal benefits of parental 
involvement compared to children from richer households. In the current context of 
COVID-19, Dietrich et al. (2021) find significant variation in home schooling efforts 
among German households during the school closures, with variations taking place 
along socioeconomic lines.

Parental involvement positively impacts a pupil’s academic performance (Boonk et al., 
2018; Holloway et al., 2016; Lareau, 1987). The differences in parental involvement 
between different income groups further support the thesis that COVID-19 school clo-
sures could have an amplifying effect on socioeconomic polarisation. In the Netherlands, 
Bol (2020) finds that students from wealthier households had greater parental support 
and more resources that supported distance learning during the COVID-19 pandemic. 
Using internet search data, Bacher-Hicks et al. (2021) show that search intensity for online 
learning resources increased nationwide as US households sought to compensate for the 
COVID-19 school closures. Within the United States, areas that have higher income, better 
internet accessibility and lower numbers of rural schools experienced greater increases in 
search intensity for online learning resources (Bacher-Hicks et al., 2021). During that same 
pandemic, Jæger and Blaabæk (2020) show that wealthier Danish families had a higher 
takeout of digital children’s books from public libraries compared to worse-off families 
during COVID-19, thus creating inequities in learning opportunities.

Educational inequality during COVID-19

There is a growing body of literature which suggests that COVID-19 school closures 
disproportionately harmed students from lower socioeconomic backgrounds (Blanden 
& Gregg, 2004). In the UK, Aristeidou and Cross (2021) survey undergraduates and find 
that students from a lower socioeconomic group had a 16 times higher probability of 
experiencing negative impacts on their assessment outcomes due to the pandemic than 
students of a higher group. In the US, Aucejo et al. (2020) survey students and find that 
low-income students have a 55% increased likelihood of a delayed graduation due to 
COVID-19 compared to their high-income peers. In Denmark, Reimer et al. (2021) show 
that COVID-19 school closures widened inequality in students’ reading behaviour, with 
a clear socioeconomic gradient in students’ reading behaviour. In Germany, Werner and 
Woessmann (2021) find significant reductions in achievement test scores, particularly for 
financially disadvantaged students.
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Additionally, COVID-19 school closures have had uneven effects on students from 
families with different educational backgrounds. Learning losses due to school closures 
are up to 60% higher for students with less-educated parents (Engzell et al., 2021). While 
students at all learning levels have a significant risk of learning loss due to school closures, 
high achieving students with higher educated parents have a lower risk of experiencing 
learning losses (Arsendy et al., 2020). Contini et al. (2021) find that among Italian children 
with less educated parents, the best performing students suffered the largest learning 
losses from COVID-19 school closures, perhaps because they were the greatest gainers 
from attending school.

Students’ learning time substantially fell during school closures, especially for low- 
achieving students (Werner & Woessmann, 2021). These learning losses may lead to lower 
lifetime income for students affected by the closures, and these economic losses will 
probably be greater for disadvantaged students (Hanushek & Woessmann, 2020). 
Maldonado and De Witte (2021) investigated the effects of the COVID-19 school closures 
on Belgian schools and suggest that establishments with a larger share of disadvantaged 
students suffer larger learning losses compared to schools with a lower share of pupils 
from these income groups.

Poor learning environments at home are found to significantly decrease educational 
activity during home-schooling, thus engendering clear learning loss (Dietrich et al., 
2021). Children from low-income households face more challenges to distance learning 
as they lack adequate resources, such as suitable workspace, reliable internet and digital 
devices (Lancker & Parolin, 2020). Darmody et al. (2021) document that students from 
high-income households are more likely to have parents working from home during 
COVID-19 restrictions, in addition to having greater access to high-speed broadband 
and other resources which help with distance learning. Huang and Russell (2006) sur-
veyed principals, teachers, and parents of fifth graders in Oklahoma and found that 
greater access to technology is positively correlated with mathematics, science and 
reading scores, and that socioeconomic factors influence the technology accessibility of 
students. Also in the US, Becker (2000) finds that children from high-income households 
had significantly greater access to home computers compared to children from lower 
income groups. Among children with access, computer use was lower in children from 
low-income households, possibly due to issues with internet connectivity.

Differences exist not only in terms of resources available at home, but also in resources 
provided by schools. In the UK, Bayrakdar and Guveli (2020) find that half of the learning 
gap between pupils on free school meals and those who are not can be explained by 
schools’ different provisions of distance learning. Andrew et al., 2020a find that students 
from higher-income families attend schools that are more likely to offer active resources 
such as online classes, video and text chatting.

Methodology

This study involved interviewing 15 teachers from a Catholic school located in the British 
city of Hull over the month of August 2021. All of the participants worked full time. Twelve 
of the interviewees were subject specialists and class-based teachers. One of the 15 
participants worked in the pastoral care team. The remaining two held both teaching 
duties and senior administrative roles within the establishment. Prior to COVID-19 neither 
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the teachers nor the students had any experience with distance learning. However, it 
must be noted that the school had received a grant to improve technology within the 
school before the pandemic, and that this grant was also used to teach students basic ICT 
skills. Teachers in the selected school all had first-hand experience with students who are 
classified as ‘deprived’.

The choice of the city of Hull was made because of the city’s high level of 
deprivation. Hull ranks 6th worse for income deprivation as well as 7th worse for 
employment deprivation among cities in England (Ministry of Housing, Communities 
and Local Government, 2019). The selected school operates at a pupil premium of 
19.9%; this is the measurement for students who have claimed a free school meal 
over the last 6 years and is widely accepted as a proxy for the percentage of students 
experiencing deprivation. More interestingly, the catchment area of the selected 
school includes both deprived and affluent neighbourhoods. For instance, according 
to the Index of Multi Deprivation (the UK government’s official measure of relative 
deprivation), parts of the neighbouring town of Beverley rank 30,211 out of 32,844, 
where 1 is the most deprived (UK Local Area, 2021a). This may be compared to 
Orchard Park, another catchment for the selected school which ranks 281 (UK Local 
Area, 2021b). This stark contrast means teachers were able to observe the differing 
effects that the school’s closure had on students from different socioeconomic 
backgrounds.

Face-to-face, semi-structured interviews were held, and the same questions were 
asked to each participant. Opting for an interpretivist approach, the interviewer 
encouraged elaboration and detail on areas of importance thus, producing indivi-
dualised responses. Three interviews were selected as the pilot study. We followed 
Malmqvist et al. (2019) and included the pilot study in our findings and analysis. 
Owing to the semi-structured interview approach, follow-up questions were possible, 
bringing further richness to the study. Following the ethical considerations high-
lighted by Gibbs et al. (2007), the follow-up questions were not used to collect data 
deemed unnecessary to the research. Interviews were recorded and transcribed using 
Microsoft Teams, after which manual thematic analysis was applied.

Ethical issues such as confidentiality and informed consent were addressed by 
ensuring anonymity of the participants and gaining permission from participants to 
take part in the interviewing process. Issues such as leading questions and incon-
sistency in questioning have been limited through the use of an interview guide.

However, we must note that the school where this research was conducted is 
a Catholic school, which may be considered a limitation due to the greater levels of 
disadvantaged pupils in such establishments as well as an above average performance 
level (Morris, 2005). According to the UK government’s Secondary Accountability 
Measures for schools, this particular school has a ‘progress 8’ score of 0.77, meaning 
that an average pupil progressed by 0.77 grades from the start of year 7 to the end of year 
11, compared to the national average of 0.4 (UK Department for Education, 2022). Yet, we 
believe that this limitation does not constitute a worrying bias considering the nature of 
our research question and the topic at hand.
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Findings and discussion

Access to digital tools

All participants mentioned issues arising from the initial lack of digital access that some 
students experienced. Participant 5 explained that surveys were sent out to see what 
devices the students possessed. Participant 1 believed that typically the most deprived 
students were unable to access sufficient devices from the very start of the shift to 
distance learning. Participant 3 said the students who were most affected by the school 
closures were the ‘students that struggled with computer access at the start’. Participant 6 
stated that the students who were identified as having no access to digital devices were 
eventually provided with a school laptop. However, students who requested a laptop 
were not provided with a school laptop immediately and often experienced a delay.

The lack of devices led to the provision of free laptops from the school, which were 
distributed to the students most in need. Participant 1 stated ‘the school issued 250–300 
laptops over the pandemic’. Participant 1 revealed that students who had access to 
a mobile device were not prioritised and did not always receive a school laptop. 
Participant 3 commented on the compatibility of devices with regards to subject specific 
software; for instance, mobile phones could not use Adobe products for art and design 
subjects. Participant 4 said the inconsistency in devices became a challenge for teachers 
as they struggled to understand what software was compatible for each device. Students 
also suffered from the inconsistency in devices. Participant 10 stated ‘using [Microsoft] 
Teams on your phone is a lot harder than it is on a tablet or laptop’ and Participant 12 said 
‘the ones who were doing it on phones, struggled more’.

In this direction, Participant 1 witnessed that the students who suffered from inade-
quate access to digital tools had a ‘dip in attainment’. Similar consequences were high-
lighted by teachers who had students who were sharing devices with other household 
members. Participant 5 gave the example of a student who was sharing a laptop with his 
mother and stated that sharing a device ‘was very hit and miss as to whether they were 
ever there’. Participant 5 elaborated that this impacted grade attainment; referring to 
a particular student who shared a laptop with siblings, they stated that ‘it is fair to say that 
the grade that he will be getting this week is lower than what he would have obtained if 
the pandemic hadn’t have happened’. Several participants noticed that students who 
were sharing devices with other household members had lower attendance at live 
lessons. Participant 14 witnessed that ‘students who were sharing devices did suffer 
[. . .] it certainly had an impact on their attainment’.

These findings are in line with other works such as Pensiero et al. (2021) which state 
that children who lack digital tools typically suffer more from the shift to distance 
learning. Our interviews reveal that students who lacked adequate digital tools at the 
start of school closures were provided with laptops by the school. Students who did not 
own any devices were prioritised, and those who had access to mobile phones were often 
required to use them for online learning. Students whose only digital access was though 
a mobile phone struggled more with online learning. This is in parallel with Milheim et al. 
(2021), who surveyed college students enrolled in online courses and found that using 
a mobile device to complete tasks often takes longer compared to using a laptop or PC. 
Thus, students who had access to a variety of devices were at an advantage compared to 
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students who only possessed a mobile phone. Perhaps more interestingly, our findings 
show that the shift to distance learning not only affected students with no access to 
digital devices, but also had unfair consequences for students with access to a mobile 
device. It could be argued that students with no initial access eventually became better 
equipped during school closures compared to students who possessed a mobile device, 
due to the provision of free laptops by the school.

The interviews reveal that many students shared a digital device with another house-
hold member during the distance learning period. Students who shared a device had 
issues with their attendance in live lessons and experienced lower grade attainment. This 
fall in attained grades could potentially have detrimental long-term consequences for 
students as school grades are taken into account for higher education and potentially for 
job applications. Despite all students having a significant risk of learning loss due to 
COVID-19 school closures (Arsendy et al., 2020), our findings suggest that a child who has 
to share a device with another household member suffers most. In the long-term, this 
could potentially fuel polarisation whereby students from lower socioeconomic back-
grounds have less opportunities to advance to higher education. This is supported by 
Blanden, Machin, 2004 who show that the expansion in higher education in the UK from 
the 1960s to the early 2000’s has been unequally distributed between high-income and 
low-income groups, with children from wealthier backgrounds being the main winners.

Parental involvement

The importance of parental involvement in distance learning was expressed by many 
participants. Participant 6 found that students struggled with distance learning if there 
was no help from a parent. Participant 5 identified that children who were well supported 
by parents coped better with the shift to distance learning. Participant 15 agreed and 
stated that ‘students with a more supportive background [. . .] just submitted more work’. 
Participant 3 suggested that lack of parental input and support had a ‘detrimental impact’ 
on a child’s education.

When identifying the demographic of students with less parental involvement, 
Participant 1 observed that parents who ‘have not been through academia, don’t know 
what it is like to succeed academically, and it’s significantly harder to get them engaged in 
their son’s and daughter’s learning’. Moreover, Participant 1 revealed that prior to COVID- 
19 closures, teachers would often find it challenging to promote parental engagement 
with students from deprived backgrounds. Participant 14 discussed the occupation of 
parents with low engagement in their child’s education, stating that ‘parents who are 
perhaps factory or shift workers often weren’t around during the day. The students were 
left to their own devices’.

Parental involvement had a direct impact on students’ distance learning experience 
during the COVID-19 school closures. Our findings show that greater parental involve-
ment was associated with a higher work submission rate. Other studies have shown that 
low parental involvement is more prevalent in lower socioeconomic families (Azubuike 
et al., 2021; Lareau, 1987), with mothers from higher socioeconomic backgrounds dis-
playing higher levels of parental involvement (Holloway et al., 2016). The shift to online 
schooling worsened socioeconomic inequalities as a result of the differences in the 
volume of schoolwork completed and the level of parental involvement in children’s 
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education (Pensiero et al., 2021). This is reflected in our findings, with the interviewed 
teachers clearly expressing a difficulty in promoting parental engagement within 
deprived families.

Parental involvement has become increasingly important in the context of lockdowns 
as parents have to replicate the supervision that is normally carried out by teachers. 
Attending school has homogenising effects, as students within a school are provided with 
the same learning experience. COVID-19 school closures have made learning more reliant 
on families and digital tools rather than teachers, thus amplifying social class achievement 
gaps (Goudeau et al., 2021). The teacher interviews reveal parents who are factory or shift 
workers were unable to support their child’s distance learning and would leave their 
children to their own devices.

Learning gap

Participants 2, 5, 9, and 13 spoke about the changes to curriculum that had to be 
implemented in light of the closure and the challenges that accompanied it. This was 
more prevalent in practical GCSE and A-Level subjects such as music, PE and performing 
arts. Participant 5 said ‘students haven’t been able to engage with the subject in the way 
that they would normally’ and that ‘progress has been worse’. Learning gaps emerged 
with students who had no access to the practical side of subjects, such as having a musical 
instrument at home. According to Participant 3, the lack of access to devices caused 
a skills’ deficit and resulted in students ‘missing lessons’ which further amplified learning 
losses.

The learning gap for younger students was mentioned by Participant 1, who said that 
‘our year 7’s in this academic year were in year 6 (during school closures) so they missed 
the end of their primary school [. . .] they missed the transition into our secondary school’. 
The implications of this are evidenced by Participant 1 who stated, ‘year 7’s [. . .] were 
spending inordinate amounts of time doing the work that had been set’. By contrast, 
older year groups did not receive such feedback. Participant 2 observed ability gaps had 
widened in the new academic year. The most predominant gaps identified by Participant 
2 were ‘knowledge and coverage of curriculum’.

Lack of resources for distance learning can exacerbate the learning loss induced by the 
pandemic (Blaskó et al., 2021). The emerging learning gaps during online learning led to 
teachers having to change curricula due to students’ inability to access certain learning 
aids as well as device compatibility issues. Incompatibility of certain devices meant 
subject specific software was inaccessible and teachers revealed that the most deprived 
students were the ones who typically missed out. Mobile phones were found to have the 
most compatibility issues, which is in line with Milheim et al. (2021).

Many younger students struggled to grasp concepts that should have been taught in 
the previous year (i.e. during school closures) and had difficulties transitioning into 
secondary school. For instance, year 7 students, who missed out on the majority of face- 
to-face teaching in year 6, were found to be spending too much time on homework. This 
may be a result of the learning gap created through the school closures in their final year 
of primary school.
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Consequences on social and mental well-being

Several participants discussed the effects of distance learning on students’ social and 
mental well-being. Participant 2 stated that there had been ‘social and emotional deficits 
[. . .] particularly for disadvantaged pupils’. Participant 15 discussed the difficulties for 
students who live in ‘a chaotic household and enjoy school because they have a routine, 
and the structure was difficult to replace’ with distance learning. Participant 7, who is 
involved in teaching children with learning difficulties, explained that the school had to 
reduce their number of online school hours in order to keep them ‘more engaged’. The 
reduction in online school hours also aimed to improve students’ mental well-being and 
reduce stress.

Potential social implications of online schooling were also considered. Participant 7 
highlighted that for some students, group lessons were ‘the only time they got to speak to 
their friends because they didn’t have phones’. Participant 14 witnessed ‘gaps in social 
skills’ for students who had no access to devices such as mobile phones. Participant 8 
stated that students had ‘social vulnerabilities and maybe confidence in social skills’ with 
gaps appearing in ‘social aspects of their lives’ due to the lockdowns. Participant 7 agreed 
that social skills were lost with the shift to distance learning.

Parents’ unfamiliarity with ICT use and overcrowded housing are some of the chal-
lenges faced by children when learning online, and children from low socioeconomic 
backgrounds are disproportionately affected by this (Dimopoulos et al., 2021). The 
teacher interviews reveal that school provides a sense of routine for students who live 
in chaotic households. Chaotic homes had negative implications for deprived students’ 
emotional and mental well-being during the school closures (Lundie & Law, 2020). 
Increased stress and health problems during the COVID-19 school closures were more 
prominent in lower socioeconomic status households (Doyle, 2020). In order to improve 
students’ mental well-being and reduce stress, the school reduced teaching time for 
certain lessons. However, literature shows that lost instructional time reduces students’ 
academic attainment (Baker, 2013; Belot & Webbink, 2010; Johnson, 2011; Meyers & 
Thomasson, 2017). Thus, reductions in teaching time may unintentionally create learning 
losses and inflict further stress due to a fall in academic performance.

Children from privileged backgrounds found it easier to keep in contact with each 
other due to their access to digital devices. This indicates that a lack of devices not only 
impacts a student’s ability to learn, but also their social sphere. Johnson (2008) shows that 
simple daily interaction between students and teachers increases children’s resilience in 
dealing with difficulties. The lack of contact with students and teachers during school 
closures may have lowered children’s resilience, which could have detrimental long term 
consequences.

Conclusion

This paper contributes qualitative evidence to the literature on inequality and distance 
learning in the context of the COVID-19 school closures. Our findings suggest that the 
transition to distance learning during COVID-19 negatively impacted the academic per-
formance of students who did not have access to adequate digital tools. This effect was 
not unique to students who had no devices; students who had access to a mobile device 
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also emerge as having compromised learning. Furthermore, students who had to share 
a device with another household member exhibited less attendance at online lessons and 
experienced a clear fall in academic attainment.

Our study shows that the difficulty of access to digital devices is not the sole culprit 
for students’ heterogeneous learning experiences during the COVID-19 school closures. 
Indeed, our findings highlight the importance of parental involvement in their chil-
dren’s education, with low parental involvement shown to have negative effects on 
students’ educational attainment. Our interviewees stated that most of the children 
who experienced low levels of parental involvement were from deprived backgrounds, 
which further supports the hypothesis that socioeconomic disparities have led to 
unequal consequences of school closures. Our interviews also touched upon the 
personal consequences of the shift to distance learning, focusing on both mental 
and social aspects. Students without devices were shown to be more isolated from 
their friends, with diminishing social skills throughout lockdowns. We consider this to 
be another factor amplifying the learning gap between deprived and privileged 
students.

We believe that the most important theme to emerge out of our interviews is the 
problem of device compatibility. Indeed, students with access to mobile phones, thus 
who were not eligible to receive school laptops, were negatively impacted by the shift to 
distance learning due to device compatibility issues. The provision of laptops was below 
optimum and left many children with inadequate resources to engage in distance learn-
ing. Further research into this direction is recommended to enable the design and 
implementation of more effective provision policies based on accurate measurements 
of the digital deficit among school students.
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