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Abstract

Digital resource access reflects and reinforces existing social inequalities, perpetuating a
modern digital divide in education. This paper presents the first systematic review of Irish
post-primary school policies, websites, and procurement platforms to analyse the
institutionalisation of one-to-one digital device mandates. Amid state-driven digital strategies
and curricular and assessment reforms that increasingly emphasise classroom-based
investigations, coursework, and research tasks requiring access to online resources, our
analysis reveals systemic inconsistencies in how schools manage and communicate device
procurement. It also highlights the growing influence of the private sector in shaping device
provision practices, embedding commercial interests within educational decision-making.
These dynamics risk exacerbating existing socio-economic inequalities, as access to essential
learning tools becomes increasingly contingent on household purchasing power and uneven
institutional capacity. The findings show that localised mandates often require significant
family investment in educational hardware. To prevent the further widening of class- and
school-based educational divides, this paper argues for a centrally coordinated national policy
that addresses structural affordability and promotes equity across the Irish post-primary
system.
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1. Introduction

Despite significant investment in digital infrastructure and educational technology, the digital
divide remains a persistent challenge within education in Ireland and beyond (Engen and
McGarr, 2025; Christanti et al., 2024; Ma, 2021; Marcus-Quinn, 2022). Differences in access
to devices, connectivity, and digital resources continue to affect students' opportunities to
participate fully in digitally enhanced learning environments. In recent years, many countries
have increasingly prioritised the digitalisation of education in response to rapid technological
change (Ortegon et al, 2024). Governments across Europe and beyond are drawing on
European Commission proposals to varying degrees as they seek to transform traditional
approaches to teaching and improve both access to and equity within education (Gkoutis et
al., 2025). The education sector has largely functioned as a consumer of digital technologies
rather than an innovator in their development, with technological advancements often shaping
educational practices. Consequently, meaningful engagement and critical discussion among
educators, students, communities, and technology companies are necessary to examine the
implications of these technologies and guide their effective use in education (Kilcoyne, 2024;
Hall et al., 2022, Morris et al., 2018; Laurilard, 2013).

Consultation undertaken to inform the Digital Strategy for Schools to 2027 highlighted both
the extent of students’ access to digital technologies and ongoing issues of equity. A student
survey, with just 143 responses, suggested that access was not evenly distributed: just over
half of respondents reported using a school-provided device, while 47% relied on devices
supplied by themselves or their families'. As part of the wider stakeholder engagement,
students identified coding education, reliable high-speed broadband, improved access to
devices, and online safety as key priority areas (Department of Education, 2022a, 2022b,
2022c). Teachers raised similar concerns. Reported barriers to effective digital integration
included inadequate broadband infrastructure, insufficient resources for both mainstream and
special educational needs settings, limited time for implementation, unequal access to
devices, and concerns regarding GDPR compliance. While digital technologies are widely
used in schools, significant infrastructural and equity challenges remain (Eivers, 2023;
Qualter, 2024).

Overall, there has been a notable absence of data on school digital policies (Marcus-Quinn et
al., 2019) and a lack of rigorous data collection more generally in education has been
highlighted (OECD, 2024). In the absence of systematic data, media discourse suggests that
post-primary schools in Ireland are increasingly under pressure to introduce one-to-one
digital device programmes for students, largely driven by the implementation of a reformed
senior cycle curriculum in which at least 40% of final grades is allocated to project-based or
practical assessment. This shift appears to be leading schools that previously avoided
mandatory device requirements to reconsider their approach, as digital technologies are

' Student survey conducted as part of the consultation for the Digital Strategy for Schools to 2027.
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becoming more embedded in curriculum delivery. Although the introduction of free
schoolbooks has reduced some educational costs for families, these savings may be offset by
rising expenditure on laptops or tablets, which can approach €1,000 per student (Barnardos,
2025a). The potential financial burden is all the more important in the context of wider
concerns around the cost-of-living increases (Barnardos, 2025b).

Despite increasing policy attention and public debate regarding the cost of digital devices in
post-primary education, there remains limited systematic evidence on the extent to which
schools in Ireland require or expect parents to purchase such devices. Much of the existing
discussion is based on departmental correspondence, media reporting, or cost-of-school
surveys, which do not provide a comprehensive school-by-school picture of device
requirements. As a result, there is a lack of clarity around how widespread mandatory or
semi-mandatory device policies are, and the degree to which these expectations vary across
schools. This study seeks to address this gap, providing an up-to-date national overview of
digital device requirements in Irish post-primary schools. It does so by systematically
reviewing publicly available information on school websites to determine the prevalence and
nature of device-related policies communicated to parents. The research focuses specifically
on identifying whether post-primary schools explicitly require, recommend, or facilitate the
purchase of digital devices for student use and the implications of those policies.

2. European Digital Education Policy Landscape

Ireland is part of a wider European shift toward digital schooling. The EU Digital Action Plan
(2021-2027) creates a policy framework to help member states to give all students fair and
safe access to high-quality classroom technology (European Commission, 2020). This
includes an emphasis on funding so that students from all backgrounds can access personal
laptops or tablets. It also identifies high-speed internet connectivity as a top priority so that
student devices actually work well in the classroom. Overall member states have autonomy in
terms of system design and digital implementation. This means there is a lack of harmonised
device provision standards and wide diversity in approach. A number of countries have
moved towards state provision, but there is increasing reliance on national procurement
ecosystems. Funding for digital infrastructure has also been an important priority at EU level.
For the years 2020 to 2022, the Recovery Assistance for Cohesion and the Territories of
Europe (REACT-EU) was set up under the NextGenerationEU (NGEU) initiative, within the
framework of the 2014-2020 Cohesion Policy Funds. Out of a total budget of €44.5 billion,
member states could use funds to support the digitalisation of schools. For the 2021-2027
period, member states can also use Cohesion Policy funds for the digitalisation of their
schools, mainly for investments in access infrastructure and to support the acquisition of
digital skills (European Court of Auditors, 2023). In 2023 the OECD highlighted the need for
more ICT support for schools. The 2023 report stated that schools increasingly require
internet connections that are faster, more reliable, higher in bandwidth, and lower in latency.
Daily teaching and learning now commonly involve real-time video and audio streaming
through platforms like Teams or Zoom, video libraries such as YouTube, and online course
systems, all of which generate substantial data traffic that demands strong network capacity.



At the same time, emerging technologies such as Al-based tutoring systems and the
widespread use of classroom devices (including one-to-one and Bring Your Own Device
(BYOD) models) place additional pressure on connectivity and require robust infrastructure
and technical support to handle many simultaneous, data-intensive connections.

The application of digital technology varies widely by community and socioeconomic level,
by teacher willingness and preparedness, by education level, and by country income
(UNESCO, 2023). Research specifically on BYOD experiences across several countries
across the world (USA, UK, Australia, Germany, India and Japan), highlights that
affordability is a concern, for parents and schools alike, while concerns about equity,
safeguarding and IT-support overheads are cited as major barriers. The variety of devices —
tablets, notebooks, Chromebooks — is also seen to complicate support and network
standardisation (Futuresource, 2026). Within the EU, in Poland and Greece, for example, due
to budget constraints, students lack suitable devices for using the material effectively in class,
in particular outside dedicated ICT lessons (European Court of Auditors, 2023).

There are specific legal acts in Denmark, Finland, Sweden, Iceland and Norway, which are
centred on ensuring that compulsory education is free of charge for everyone. This means
that if a computer is necessary to participate in instruction or for homework, the
school/municipality must provide one to the student. One example is Denmark, where the
Primary and Lower Secondary School Act does not contain a legal basis for a municipality or
its primary and lower secondary school to require pupils to bring their own computer for use
in teaching (Government of Denmark, 2024). This means that if teaching is based on the use
of computers, the primary school must make computers available free of charge in the
classroom for students who do not want to use their own computer. A school may encourage
students to bring their own computer. However, it cannot be more than an invitation. It is the
responsibility of the municipal council and the individual school leader to ensure that it is
clearly communicated to parents that it is not a requirement that students bring their own
computer (Denmark Ministry of Education, 2026).

There are two areas where European practice and innovation can be highlighted. The first
concerns the measurement of digitalisation and experience across schools. As part of Italy’s
digitalisation strategy, the ministry encouraged students to bring their own devices to schools.
Monitoring progress on school digitisation was a key component of these policy
developments. The Observatory for the Digital School was introduced, an annual digital
reporting platform to collect quantitative data on the connectivity of school buildings, the use
of devices and technological equipment, and students’ digital skills (European Court of
Auditors, 2023).

The second area concerns how countries support digital access and address digital equity.
Two case study countries provide useful insights on recent state initiatives - in Austria and
Malta. Starting in 2021, the Austrian government’s Digital Learning Device Initiative was
introduced. Provision of digital devices for pupils was designed to create the pedagogical and
technical prerequisites for digitally supported teaching and learning and ensure fair and equal
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access to basic digital skills for all lower secondary school pupils. The implementation of the
digital learning device initiative is supported by the Federal Act on the Financing of the
Digitalisation of School Teaching. In order to participate, the school needs to have a
digitisation concept that describes short-, medium- and long-term goals for the use of digital
technologies in the classroom and everyday school life. In addition, school partners (e.g. the
school community committee) are involved in the decision-making process (Government of
Austria, 2026).

In Malta, the One Device per Child project (ODPC) initiative is a €54 million project co-
financed by the Maltese Government and European Union funds, aimed at equipping all
secondary school students with personal laptops and access to high-quality digital resources
(European Commission, 2026). The ODPC project adopts a multi-faceted approach aimed to
progressively equip all secondary school students in Malta, from Year 7 to Year 11, and
educators with training, tools and digital content integrated around a classroom management
system which takes pedagogy to a new web-enabled level. The first phase, which started in
the 2025/26 year, covers students in Years 7, 8, and 9, with subsequent phases extending to
all secondary school years. Each student receives a personal laptop, which is integrated with a
classroom management system and a variety of digital learning tools. The devices are
designed to support both in-school and at-home learning, providing access to curriculum-
aligned content, educational apps, and collaborative platforms. The initiative also includes
safeguards for safe digital learning, such as content filtering and device protection systems.
Parents and educators are provided with resources to support students’ learning and
engagement both in school and at home. Teachers also receive continuous training to
effectively integrate these digital tools into their teaching practices (Malta Independent,
2025).

Finally, other countries have adopted subsidised or co-funded arrangements, to ease the
burden on families, particularly low-income families. In Belgium, the Government of the
Wallonia-Brussels Federation provides support to help pupils who are not yet equipped to
obtain computer equipment. Since 2021, schools are supported through the Mes outils
numeériques initiative, which provides assistance to purchase a stock of devices that can be
lent to pupils, alongside financial support for families, including a contribution of €150 for
parents to purchase or lease a device over a three- or four-year period (Wallonia-Brussels
Federation, 2026). In Luxembourg, the One2One programme is a device rental model
(Government of Luxembourg, 2026). The Centre for Educational Information Management
(CGIE) has implemented a multi-year programme for the acquisition of digital devices. Any
request for mobile devices must be accompanied by ‘a pedagogical file’ with a detailed
description of the educational project which must be supported by a motivated team of
teachers. Costs range from 50 to 150 euro per year, depending on device, with a subsidy of 30
euro for low-income households.



3. Understanding Digital Education in Ireland

In Ireland, The Digital Strategy for Schools to 2027 outlines a vision of empowering schools
to effectively harness digital transformation in order to enhance digital competence,
strengthen the digital education ecosystem, and support the development of critically
engaged, active learners who can participate fully in an increasingly digital global society.
While recognising the significant progress made in the integration of digital technologies
during the COVID-19 pandemic, it also points to challenges that emerged during this period,
including inadequate broadband connectivity, unequal access to digital devices, and
difficulties in maintaining engagement among some learners, as demonstrated in research
(Mohan et al., 2021; Mac Domhnaill et al., 2021). There are ongoing efforts under the Digital
Strategy for Schools to explore how digital technologies can be incorporated into the
curriculum and assessment of revised Leaving Certificate subjects, where appropriate
(OECD, 2025). As part of the DEIS programme, schools serving socio-economically
disadvantaged communities receive enhanced grant funding under the Digital Technology
Infrastructure Grant Scheme. The scheme explicitly highlights that these funds can be used to
set up device loan schemes for students (Department of Education and Youth, 2026). The €35
million allocated in the most recent Digital Strategy ICT grant represents the fourth tranche
under the Digital Strategy for Schools to 2027, building on the €210 million previously
allocated under the prior Digital Strategy (2015-2020) and the €135 million issued so far
under the current strategy. For post-primary schools, this funding is allocated as a €2,000
base grant plus €30.20 per mainstream student, or €33.22 per student in DEIS schools. A
school with 500 students would receive €17,110, while a school with 1,000 students would
receive €32,220 (Oide, 2026). As many mandated devices cost between €500 and €800 the
grant does not fully cover the cost of providing a device for each child.

Classroom Based Assessments (CBAs) are now embedded at junior cycle level (McGarr,
2026; O’Kelly, 2026). The introduction of the Additional Assessment Components (AACs)
within the reformed Leaving Certificate (Government of Ireland, 2024) is likely to place
further pressure on school ICT systems and broadband infrastructure. Many AACs include
elements such as classroom-based investigations, coursework, and reading or research tasks
that require students to regularly access online resources throughout the school year. This
represents a shift away from one-off, exam-focused learning towards continuous digital
engagement, where internet access becomes an integral part of everyday classroom activity.
As a result, schools will experience higher and more sustained demand on their broadband
connections, particularly as multiple students conduct online research simultaneously and use
cloud-based platforms for collaboration and submission of work.

Given the recent introduction of the Senior Cycle reforms, empirical evidence remains
limited. However, accounts from school leaders and reports in the media suggest growing
concerns regarding their implementation and potential unintended consequences (O’Brien,
2026; White, 2026; ISTA, 2026; Teachers’ Union of Ireland, 2021; Teachers’ Union of
Ireland, 2025). The AACs will increase reliance on digital devices. Wriggle reports a
significant increase in schools proactively engaging with them to arrange device procurement
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to support students’ participation in these changes (Wriggle, 2025). This move to one-to-one
devices creates greater strain on school Wi-Fi networks and internal ICT systems, as well as
increasing the need for reliable device management and technical support. Schools may also
be involved in managing a digital submission process. These developments mean that
broadband and ICT infrastructure are no longer supplementary supports but essential
components of the assessment process itself. In Ireland school leadership teams retain
autonomy over digital learning strategies (Butler et al., 2024). Evidence suggests that the
burden of cost associated with the purchase of one-to-one devices is increasingly falling on
parents in the absence of adequate digital grant support for schools (McCoy and Marcus-
Quinn, 2025; Carroll et al., 2024; Marcus-Quinn et al., 2019). The expansion of one-to-one
device models has also contributed to a growing commercial ecosystem, with technology
providers actively marketing devices, platforms, and leasing arrangements to schools
(McGarr, 2026). However, because devices are typically purchased directly by parents rather
than procured centrally by schools, these arrangements fall outside public procurement
regulations. This creates a less regulated purchasing environment in which schools act as
intermediaries between families and commercial providers.

The increasing prominence of private education technology providers within Irish post-
primary schools reflects a broader governance tension between centralised policy guidance
and decentralised decision-making. The manner in which schools translate their educational
vision into practical strategies is shaped by their economic and political environments, as well
as their level of digital maturity (McCarthy et al., 2023). While the Department of Education
and Youth, supported by Oide, provides the official framework for digital learning through
initiatives such as the Digital Strategy for Schools, responsibility for the selection and
implementation of technological solutions is devolved to individual schools. This has created
a structural space in which commercial providers may position themselves as key
intermediaries, translating high-level policy into operational choices for school leaders. In
practice, these companies offer integrated packages that combine devices, software, training,
technical support, and financing arrangements, thereby presenting themselves not merely as
suppliers but as comprehensive solution providers within the education system.

This positioning is further reinforced by the policy and curricular context of the Senior Cycle
reforms, intensifying demand for digital technologies in teaching and learning. As schools
seek to respond to these evolving requirements, private providers have sought to address this
gap by offering clearly defined “technology pathways” and advisory services that frame their
products as aligned with national reform agendas (Wriggle, 2025; Select, 2025; Olive for
Education, 2025). In doing so, they adopt the language of policy, emphasising school
autonomy, contextual decision-making, and student-centred outcomes, while embedding their
own commercial offerings within that narrative. This enables such companies to assume a
quasi-advisory role, effectively shaping how schools interpret and enact digital education
policy in the absence of sufficient funding and prescriptive direction from state bodies. In
April of this year the Minister for Education and Youth confirmed that the Department is
facing a €500 million deficit this year (Horgan-Jones and Wall, 2026).



Research points to the importance of school leaders having a clear understanding of their
responsibilities, decision-making authority, and capacity to influence digital change within
their organisations. Such awareness enables leaders to foster distributed leadership practices,
build staff capacity, and cultivate sustainable digital learning cultures. Equally, school leaders
require sufficient technical knowledge and confidence to critically evaluate external advice
and commercial offerings (Tan et al., 2025). Without this expertise academics argue there is a
risk that decisions may be disproportionately influenced by marketing strategies, emerging
trends, or external pressures rather than by educational priorities and the specific needs of the
school community (OECD, 2023). The evidence increasingly shows that fully integrating
digital technologies into teaching, learning, and assessment depends on a clear understanding
of, and appropriate response to, the complex, interconnected, and multi-layered factors that
support this development (Ferrick et al., 2022; McGarr and Johnston, 2019).

Since the pandemic there has been extensive discussion concerning the high cost associated
with mandatory digital devices in schools (Keane and Keane, 2022; Page Jeffery, 2020). The
Competition and Consumer Protection Commission (2024) found that a significant proportion
of Irish parents are required to purchase laptops or tablets for post-primary students,
contributing to rising back-to-school costs. There have also been online discussions on social
media platforms where parents have raised concerns about affordability, restricted purchasing
options, and the overall value for money of school-mandated device schemes. This includes
the Reddit forum r/Asklreland which highlighted significant parental concern regarding the
growing requirement for mandatory one-to-one digital devices in Irish post-primary schools.
Reported costs ranged from approximately €600 to €1,000 per device package, often
including compulsory accessories, software management systems, insurance, and payment
plans. A recurring issue raised by parents is the lack of flexibility in purchasing options.
Many contributors expressed frustration that they were unable to source cheaper or
refurbished devices independently, as schools required purchases through approved vendors
only.

A series of Parliamentary Questions (PQs) in May 2026 focused on the use of digital devices
in schools and the implications of the revised senior cycle programme (Dail Eireann, 2026).
These included questions on whether families are required to purchase high-cost digital
devices and the availability of information on procurement models for digital devices,
including rental schemes, leasing arrangements, and shared-use models, In addition,
clarification was sought on the planning and impact assessment carried out by the
Department prior to the introduction of the revised senior cycle programme, specifically in
relation to student access to digital devices, consideration of the financial burden on families
of providing laptops, and the measures put in place to mitigate these costs. A formal response
from the Minister stated that schools are responsible for selecting their own digital resources:
there is no official requirement for students to use personal digital devices, and schools must
ensure equity of access where digital learning is used, while also complying with data
protection, child safeguarding, and policy requirements such as Acceptable Use Policies
(Department of Education and Youth, 2026). The Minister noted that while decisions
regarding digital device use remain at school board level, an increasing number of schools are
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introducing policies that mandate or strongly encourage device ownership, often through
school-facilitated purchasing schemes involving third-party providers. The Minister
expressed concern that such arrangements can place a significant financial burden on parents,
with some families being directed toward credit agreements to meet costs. She also
referenced departmental research suggesting that access to digital devices alone does not
necessarily improve educational outcomes and advised schools to engage with parents prior
to implementing such policies, ensuring that the perspectives of all families including those
outside formal parents’ associations are considered (Lehane, 2026).

Taken together, these developments reveal a tension at the heart of contemporary educational
digitalisation in Ireland. While the Department of Education and Youth maintains that there is
no requirement for students to possess personal digital devices, the increasing adoption of
school-level device schemes suggests that digital access is becoming an implicit expectation.
The Minister's intervention highlights concern not only about affordability but also about the
growing role of private companies in mediating access to learning through device
procurement, leasing arrangements, and associated software ecosystems. This reflects a
broader shift in which educational participation is increasingly facilitated through commercial
technologies and services that extend beyond the direct control of the state. Questions of
equity, cost, governance, and commercial influence are now central to discussions about the
future of digital education in Ireland.

4. Methodology

This study employed a qualitative document analysis combined with systematic website
review methods to examine the prevalence and characteristics of one-to-one (1:1) student
digital device policies in Irish post-primary schools. The research focused on identifying
whether schools required or strongly encouraged parents to purchase digital devices such as
laptops, Chromebooks, or iPads for student use. The study also examined how schools
communicate device-related expectations through publicly available policies, website
structures, and associated documentation. Schools are not currently required to publicly state
whether they mandate student-owned devices, which makes it difficult to build an accurate
national picture of how widespread these requirements are. While some schools publish
device or BYOD policies on their websites, this information is not standardised and is often
outdated, so it cannot be reliably used for comparison. As a result, families and researchers
have no consistent way of knowing the financial impact of device requirements across
schools. The timing at which parents are informed about school device requirements varies
considerably, ranging from early communication at open nights to correspondence prior to
enrolment or, in some cases, only becoming fully apparent once students begin post-primary
education, where device access may be implicitly required through classroom practices.

4.1 Data Sources

The primary dataset used for this study was the Department of Education post-primary school
returns data for the 2024/2025 academic year, based on October Returns submitted through



the Post-primary Online Database (P-POD). The dataset was anchored to the census date of
30 September 2024 and included schools funded by the Department of Education. A total of
722 post-primary schools were initially identified. There is no comprehensive list provided
by the Department of Education in Ireland that includes website URLSs for all post-primary
schools. This information had to be gathered as an initial step in the research. Although the
Department’s school dataset includes an individual entry for each school, offering basic
details such as the language of instruction, location, Eircode, contact number, and principal’s
name, a website link is not included in the Excel file. When searching for school websites
using a search engine, some websites generated browser security warnings before access was
granted. This is problematic because without an official list the public often rely on search
engines to identify and access official school websites. Including a dedicated field for verified
school website URLSs in the dataset would provide a trusted reference point for users and
reduce reliance on commercial search engines, which do not guarantee authenticity or
security (Kielty and Staton, 2023). Media reporting and publicly available industry
information were additionally consulted to contextualise findings regarding the growth of
school device programmes in Ireland.

4.2 Website Review and Data Collection

Each school website was manually reviewed between January and April 2026 to identify
evidence of one-to-one digital device programmes. Due to substantial variation in website
structure, navigation, and policy organisation, no standardised location for relevant
information existed across schools. Relevant information was identified through homepage
announcements, policy sections, parent information areas, downloadable documents,
archives, AUPs, and correspondence relating to incoming first-year students. Particular
attention was given to references to mandatory student devices, partnerships with third-party
educational technology providers, digital learning initiatives, and policies governing student
technology use. Irish-medium schools (Gaelcholaisti) were included using the same
methodological approach. Where relevant, Irish-language policy terminology such as Polasai
Usdide Inghlactha an Idirlin was used during searches for AUPs.

4.3 Classification Criteria

Schools were classified into two broad categories: schools operating a one-to-one device
model, or schools unlikely to operate such a model. Classification decisions were based
exclusively on publicly available evidence. Schools were categorised as operating a one-to-
one device model where evidence included:

explicit device purchase requirements,

references to mandatory student devices,

structured digital learning initiatives,

partnerships with providers such as Wriggle or Olive for Education,
or AUPs specifically governing individual student devices.

Schools were classified as unlikely to operate a one-to-one model where:
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no relevant policy documentation could be identified,
no evidence of procurement partnerships existed,
and school policies focused primarily on restricting mobile phone use rather than
integrating personal digital learning devices.
The classification framework was intentionally cautious due to limitations associated with
relying exclusively on publicly available information.

4 .4 Use of Provider Platforms

During the review process, external provider platforms emerged as an important
supplementary source of evidence. In particular, the Olive for Education platform enabled
verification of device purchasing arrangements through school roll numbers. Where device
packages were listed for specific schools, this was interpreted as strong evidence that a
structured device procurement arrangement existed, even where school websites did not
explicitly reference mandatory device purchase. This process significantly improved the
reliability of classification decisions and highlighted inconsistencies between publicly
accessible school policy documentation and actual procurement practices.

4.5 Analytical Approach

The analysis combined descriptive categorisation with qualitative interpretation of school
policy communication practices. Attention was paid not only to the existence of device
policies but also to the accessibility of information, website navigation structures, document
presentation quality, policy transparency, and evidence of institutional communication
practices. The study additionally examined broader patterns in the governance and
presentation of school policies, including the extent to which parents appeared positioned as
active participants in school policy engagement.

4.6 Limitations

Several limitations should be acknowledged. First, the study relied exclusively on publicly
available online information. As a result, schools may have operated one-to-one device
programmes that were not identifiable through website review alone. School websites varied
substantially in structure, maintenance quality, and document accessibility, creating
challenges for systematic comparison. In some cases, relevant documents were difficult to
locate, inaccessible, outdated, or incomplete. The existence of procurement arrangements
through external providers did not always indicate whether device purchase requirements
applied universally across all year groups or only to specific cohorts. Consequently, findings
should be interpreted as an informed and systematic approximation of the current landscape
of student device provision in Irish post-primary education rather than a definitive census of
all school practices.

5. Ireland: School-Level Evidence on Mandated Device
Purchasing
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This section presents empirical findings from the systematic review of Irish post-primary
school websites, policy documentation, and associated procurement platforms relating to one-
to-one student digital device programmes. The findings demonstrate considerable variation in
transparency, implementation, and communication practices across schools, while also
highlighting the growing institutionalisation of mandatory student device provision within
Irish post-primary education. Many schools received funding under the Irish National
Recovery and Resilience Plan (NRRP) and some schools subsequently published details
outlining how the funding was allocated in order to inform parents and the wider school
community. This funding, part of the EU Recovery and Resilience Facility through
NextGenerationEU, was primarily used to support digital inclusion and reduce the digital
divide. Some schools have outlined on their website that this expenditure included resources
such as interactive whiteboards and student tablets to enhance teaching, learning, and access
to digital technologies.

5.1 Prevalence of Mandated Device Models

The analysis identified substantial evidence of one-to-one digital device programmes across
Irish post-primary schools. As shown in Figure 1, of the 722 schools examined,
approximately 30 per cent (213) demonstrated evidence of either mandatory or strongly
structured student device purchasing arrangements. Prevalence rates are lower in DEIS
schools, which serve socially and economically disadvantaged communities. In total 17 per
cent of these schools operate mandated digital device programmes, meaning such students
may be less likely to use such devices or different arrangements are in place to facilitate
access. Prevalence rates also differ by school gender mix, with higher rates in single-sex
boys’ schools (42 per cent) compared to coeducational (30 per cent) and, particularly, single-
sex girls’ settings (19 per cent). These patterns could reflect differences in curriculum
emphasis, policy decisions, or resource priorities across school types. Of the 52 fee-charging
schools, 37 per cent mandated the purchase of devices, somewhat higher than the overall
average.

The vast majority of schools with multidenominational patrons, including Educate Together
schools, have mandated device models. This is not surprising given the ethos of these
schools, where digital technologies assume a central place in teaching and learning (Mihut &
McCoy, 2020). However, research has shown that students in these settings have a preference
for using personal devices only at the request or instruction of the teacher at school (Mihut &
McCoy, 2020, p.87). Some Educate Together schools in that study highlighted that temporary
(often unsuitable) accommodation meant the quality of the WiFi severely hampered the
integration of technology in teaching and learning (Mihut & McCoy, 2020, p.90). The main
school sectors, ETB and schools within the Catholic Schools Trust are largely similar to the
overall patterns of device mandating.
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A total of 80 schools were identified as having arrangements with Olive for Education, while
a further 82 schools referenced Wriggle partnerships either directly on school websites or
within associated documentation such as AUPs, letters to parents, or digital learning policies.
Some schools referred to 2 different suppliers on the Website. There were 54 schools which
referred to a one-to-one device school policy but did not state the supplier name on the school
website. Smaller numbers of schools referenced alternative suppliers including CompuB (1),
Select Online (4), Perduko (1), PC Peripherals (1), and Elasnik (2). Some 20 schools had a
Bring Your Own Device (BYOD) policy.

Appendix Tables 1 and 2 detail the distribution of schools by patron and school type. The
data are grouped into broader patron categories to allow clearer interpretation of the overall
structure of school governance in Ireland.

Figure 1: Prevalence of Mandated Devices Across School Types

Total m—— . 30%
DEIS mmm 17%
Non-DEIS NS 36%
Education and Training Boards (ETBs) e 9%
Catholic School Trusts . 3%
Multi-denominational Patrons I (%
Other Religious Patrons e 18%
Coeducational m— 30%
Single sex boys' I 2%
Single sex girls' m—— 19%

Fee-charging mESS————. 37%

0%  20% 40% 60% 80% 100%

Some schools did not require students to have a device for school but there was an
expectation that students would have a device at home. For example, the school booklist for
one school stated that “students will require access to a computer/laptop, a printer and a
supply of ink at home during the year”. In many cases, schools explicitly referred to
participation in “1:1 mobile learning initiatives” or digital learning programmes integrated
into teaching and assessment structures. Other schools did not explicitly state that devices
were compulsory but nevertheless demonstrated extensive integration of individual student
devices into classroom practice, strongly implying an expectation of participation. The
findings suggest that one-to-one device use has become increasingly embedded within Irish
post-primary schooling, particularly in the context of Senior Cycle reform and broader

2 Qlive for Education and Wriggle are independent, Irish-owned providers.
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educational digitisation. There were a small number of schools that explicitly stated that they
had a Bring Your Own Device policy in place but did not mandate a device or supplier.

5.2 Procurement

The research identified a highly structured ecosystem of educational technology procurement
operating across Irish post-primary schools. Third-party providers play a central role not only
in device supply but also in software management, technical support, financing arrangements,
and school-level implementation. The two dominant providers identified were Wriggle and
Olive for Education. Wriggle describes itself as working with “1000s of educators in over
150 Irish 1:1 secondary schools.” The website analysis of this research study revealed
consistent references in just 82 schools. While there could be a discrepancy in the number
reported by a company this difference implies that the figure of 213 schools captured in this
study may be conservative, and that the prevalence of one-to-one or related practices is likely
underrepresented in the available data. Wriggle positions one-to-one digital learning as
central to the future of Senior Cycle reform and digital assessment practices in Ireland. Olive
for Education operated through a school-specific procurement system linked to school roll
numbers. Entering a school’s roll number into the Olive platform generated a tailored
purchasing portal displaying device packages negotiated for that school. This mechanism
significantly facilitated identification of schools operating structured procurement
arrangements, including cases where school websites contained limited or no public
information regarding device requirements.

The procurement model typically involved:

e standardised devices,

e centrally managed software,

e pre-installed applications,

e remote administration,

e technical support,

® training services,

e warranty arrangements,

e and payment instalment systems.

The findings indicate that device procurement is increasingly organised through integrated
commercial ecosystems combining hardware provision, software management, financing, and
educational consultancy.

5.3 Device Type and Cost Distribution

The review identified a relatively standardised range of student devices across schools
operating one-to-one programmes. Common devices included Chromebooks, iPads,
Windows laptops, and hybrid touchscreen devices such as the ASUS BR12 2-in-1 laptop.
Typical procurement bundles extended beyond hardware alone and often included protective
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cases, device configuration, software licensing, technical support, training, delivery, and
warranty coverage. One representative Olive for Education package in 2026 included an
ASUS BR12 device: €458.54, VAT of €105.46, protective case: €30.08, support and training
services: €120, and delivery charges: €5. Total package costs therefore approached or
exceeded €700 in some cases. For example, one school was identified as advertising a
package costing €698 for incoming transfer students in September 2026. The analysis
suggests that schools frequently adopt managed-device models in which students are
expected to use institutionally approved hardware rather than personally selected alternatives.
Devices were commonly configured with administrative restrictions limiting software
installation and enabling remote management by providers or schools.

5.4 Transparency and Information Asymmetry

A major finding concerns the inconsistency and opacity of school communication practices
surrounding device requirements. While some schools prominently displayed information
regarding digital learning programmes and procurement arrangements on their homepages,
many others embedded relevant information deep within policy documents, archived pages,
or parent correspondence. In several cases, evidence of mandatory device purchasing could
only be identified through hidden PDF documents, references to the device or company
supplying the device within the school AUP, searchable archives on the school website or
third-party procurement systems.

The study also identified inconsistencies between publicly available website information and
actual procurement practices. Some schools that appeared not to operate one-to-one
programmes were later found through Olive procurement portals to have organised school-
specific device purchasing arrangements. This creates significant information asymmetries
for families attempting to evaluate prospective school costs and technological expectations
prior to enrolment. The findings further suggest substantial variation in schools’ approaches
to parental communication, transparency, and policy accessibility. The organisation of school
websites and policy materials also appeared to reflect differing assumptions regarding
parental engagement. Schools placing policies within clearly labelled parent sections
arguably positioned parents as active stakeholders in school governance, whereas schools
embedding policies within generic download areas or inaccessible archives appeared to treat
parental engagement as secondary or passive.

5.5 Household Cost Burden

Every year there are reports in the media on the increasing costs of sending a child to school
(Coyne and McCoy, 2020). The Irish League of Credit Unions (ILCU) 2025 Back to School
survey, conducted by iReach in June 2025 with 729 parents, highlights the continuing
financial pressure on families returning children to education. The findings show that 33 per
cent of parents are now going into debt to meet back-to-school costs, with the average debt
rising to €376, compared with 25 per cent of parents and €368 in 2024. In addition, 35 per
cent of parents report being unable to afford at least one essential school item, while total
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back-to-school spending has increased significantly, reaching approximately €1,560 for post-
primary families, reflecting a year-on-year rise in overall costs (Pope, 2025). The Barnardos
2025 report on back-to-school costs in Ireland highlights increasing financial pressure on
families as they prepare for the new school year (Barnardos, 2025). Based on responses from
over 830 parents and guardians, the findings show that the cost of education, covering
uniforms, school supplies, voluntary contributions, and digital learning devices, is becoming
increasingly difficult for many households to manage. The report notes that some families are
experiencing financial strain severe enough to require reductions in spending on essential
needs such as food and heating. Key concerns identified include the high cost of uniforms
and footwear, the growing reliance on digital devices in post-primary education, ongoing
pressure to make voluntary school contributions, and limited government support for
essential school-related expenses. Overall, the findings of the Barnardos report highlight
concerns about affordability and the impact of education costs on household wellbeing and
financial security (Barnardos, 2025).

The findings of this research support the ILCU and Barnardos reports and go some way to
showing the extent of the costs involved for parents where mandatory or expected student
device purchasing may impose substantial financial pressures on households. The cumulative
costs associated with devices, accessories, support packages, insurance, and software can
exceed several hundred euro per child, particularly where schools require institutionally
approved devices rather than allowing lower-cost alternatives. The study identified broader
concerns relating to: affordability, educational inequality, parental autonomy, and the
normalisation of technology-related educational expenditure. The financial implications are
particularly significant for lower-income households, families with multiple children
attending post-primary school. The findings suggest that mandatory device policies
increasingly extend beyond purely educational considerations into broader questions
concerning family finances, digital childhood, screen time, internet safety, and the home—
school relationship.

5.6 Constraints on Schools

The evidence also highlights several constraints affecting schools themselves in relation to
digital device policy implementation. Schools operate within a dense and expanding policy
environment shaped by Department of Education and Youth requirements, safeguarding
obligations, curriculum reform, data protection legislation, and student wellbeing
frameworks. The implementation of one-to-one digital learning therefore occurs within
broader institutional pressures associated with:

Senior Cycle reform,

digital assessment,

online learning systems,

administrative digitisation,

and evolving expectations regarding technological competence.
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At the same time, schools demonstrated substantial variation in policy maintenance, website
management, document accessibility, and digital governance capacity. The study identified
examples of outdated COVID-19 documents remaining online, incomplete policy templates,
inaccessible AUPs, broken links, and poorly formatted or scanned documentation. Many of
the AUPs were more than five years old and some contained references to social media no
longer used by teenagers such as Bebo, Hotmail and MySpace. Some AUPs contained
references to old hardware such as tape recorders, telephone sets, tickertape, fax machines,
chain letters, ipods, dictaphones, floppy disks, memory sticks, netbooks, and CD-ROMs.
These findings suggest that schools may face significant administrative and organisational
constraints in maintaining coherent, transparent, and accessible digital governance
frameworks alongside expanding educational and regulatory responsibilities (Marcus-Quinn
and McCoy, 2025). There are supports available for schools to help in preparing and updating
AUPs. Webwise, part of Oide Technology in Education, is the Irish Internet Safety
Awareness Centre which is co-funded by the Department of Education and Youth and is co-
financed by the European Union’s Connecting Europe Facility. Webwise has developed a
comprehensive set of guidelines to support schools in the development of an AUP. The
Webwise free AUP Generator Tool enables schools to customise an AUP to meet their
specific requirements.

While there are supports in place the disparity in ICT resources between schools is clear.
School management are aware that many parents expect the school to be able to furnish their
children with the ICT that they require to complete necessary schoolwork and work related to
CBAs and AACs. Some schools stated on their school websites that priorities for the 2024/25
academic year included increasing student access to digital devices, aligned with goals
related to learning and teaching, as well as equity. In December 2025, one CEIST school
issued a direct appeal to parents via its website requesting donations of ICT equipment to
support the upgrading of its computer facilities. The school conveyed that it would welcome
contributions from individuals or workplaces of any surplus or no longer required ICT items.
However, not all schools under the same patronage have the same approach to ICT provision.
Another CEIST school had a package available with Olive for Education and communicated
on the website "Please be assured that we are not becoming an "iPad school" but now require
parents to purchase a Chromebook costing €540.”

6. Discussion and Conclusion

The Universal Declaration of Human Rights defines the purpose of education as promoting
the ‘full development of the human personality’, strengthening ‘respect for ... fundamental
freedoms’ and promoting ‘understanding, tolerance and friendship’. In the digital era, an
expanded definition of the right to education should include effective technological support
that enables all learners to fulfil their potential, regardless of context or circumstance
(UNESCO, 2023; Marcus-Quinn, 2025). This research highlights the increasingly unequal
landscape of digital provision within Irish post-primary education, specifically focusing on
the growing pressures of expanding one-to-one device policies. While digital technologies are
widely positioned as essential to contemporary teaching, learning, and assessment, our
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findings demonstrate that schools’ capacity to implement these expectations varies
significantly according to sector, socioeconomic context, and existing infrastructural
resources. Schools serving affluent communities are better positioned to adopt one-to-one
device models. Conversely, DEIS and under-resourced schools remain reliant on limited,
frequently overstretched shared ICT infrastructure. The OECD (2025) highlights that Ireland
could benefit from more structured and equity-driven digital education systems, noting that
international models such as France and Estonia provide stronger mechanisms for ensuring
universal and consistent access.

Although there has been a sustained push to digitally transform education systems in recent
years, concerns about the environmental and human costs of increased digital technology use
are largely absent from current policy discussions. Issues such as resource depletion,
environmental degradation, and labour exploitation are often marginalised within dominant
narratives that favour digital expansion (Brzyskiewicz et al., 2025; McSweeney, 2026;
McGarr, 2025; Donlon, 2025; Egan et al., 2025). The increasing reliance on privately
developed educational technologies has embedded commercial actors more deeply within the
everyday operation of schools. Classroom management systems, communication platforms,
and digital payment services are often presented as practical solutions to administrative
challenges. However, these technologies are "not merely tools for organising schools" but
shape how educational processes are conceptualised and managed (Shi, 2025). By
transforming attendance, behaviour, communication, and financial transactions into digital
data, such systems contribute to the datafication of education and normalise the presence of
external technology providers within core school functions. The Ratoath report (Dunne et al.,
2020) made a significant contribution to discussions around the introduction of mandatory
digital devices in post-primary education in Ireland, particularly in highlighting parental
concerns regarding cost and compulsory purchase. The report helped to open a wider policy
conversation about the financial and equity implications for families required to fund
personal learning technologies as part of school provision. However, the onset of the
COVID-19 pandemic rapidly shifted perceptions, and the immediate value of having access
to a personal device for emergency remote learning meant that critical debate around the
long-term implications of mandated devices was largely paused rather than fully developed.
Furthermore, this study demonstrates that the current policy environment shifts a substantial
proportion of the financial and logistical burden of digital provision onto families. In the
absence of centralised procurement or standardised guidance, schools increasingly mandate
devices with widely varying costs. This creates inequitable pressures for households,
particularly those with multiple school-aged children, and raises significant concerns
regarding affordability, transparency, and systemic consistency. Our findings suggest that
current arrangements risk reproducing and intensifying existing educational inequalities, as
students’ access to digital learning opportunities is increasingly determined by family
income, school resources, and institutional capacity.

At a systemic level, the analysis also points to important variations between school sectors
and governance structures. Schools operating within more centralised administrative
frameworks, such as Education and Training Boards (ETB), may possess greater capacity to
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manage procurement and technical support. Conversely, other schools remain heavily
dependent on local decision-making and parental contributions, as highlighted in earlier
research (Carroll et al., 2024). These variations underline the need to understand digital
policy not simply as a technological issue, but as a broader question of educational
governance, equity, and resource distribution.

Consequently, policy responses must move beyond the assumption that sufficient ICT
provision can be achieved solely through localised school-level solutions. Although fully
resourced, shared ICT facilities may represent an ideal model, universal implementation
remains challenging. A more realistic and equitable approach is needed. This strategy should
encompass centralised state procurement, standardised device specifications, collective
purchasing arrangements, and additional targeted financial supports for schools serving
socio-economically disadvantaged communities. Supplementary measures - such as VAT
relief, hardware refurbishment schemes, and buy-back programmes - could further mitigate
costs and enhance long-term sustainability. This approach aligns with broader international
provision, such as in Austria and Malta.

Ultimately, without greater state coordination and strategic intervention, the ongoing
expansion of digital learning and AAC-related requirements risks deepening existing
inequalities within the Irish education system. A more coherent, centrally led policy approach
is therefore necessary to ensure that access to digital education is an equitable right, rather
than a privilege contingent upon school sector, localised resources, or a family’s capacity to

pay.
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Appendix

Appendix Table 1: Distribution of Schools by Patron Type (n = 213)

Patron Type N. Schools N. Schools % requiring
requiring a device
Examples device
Education and Dublin & Dun Laoghaire ETB; 96 330 29%
Training Boards Cork ETB; Limerick & Clare
(ETBs) ETB; including schools jointly
managed with religious bodies
Catholic School CEIST; Le Chéile Schools Trust; 70 228 31%
Trusts Edmund Rice Schools Trust;
Loreto Education Trust
Multi- 20 22 90%
denominational Educate Together; An Foras
Patrons Patrunachta
Individual Catholic bishops; 23 131 18%
Other Religious smaller religious trusts (e.g.
Patrons Spiritan Education Trust)
Minister for Schools directly under the 4 11 36%
Education Minister for Education
Total 213 722 30%

Appendix Table 2: Distribution of Schools by School Type

School Type N. schools requiring a N. schools in % requiring a device
device Ireland (type)

Voluntary Secondary 112 379 30%

Vocational (ETB) 75 246 31%

Comprehensive 6 14 43%

Community 20 83 24%
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