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Despite advances in
distance learning,
homework gap persists
among California families

April 28, 2021

Many
California
K-12
students
have
adapted to
online
learning,

especially
those
whose parents can help with homework and engage with
teachers. Other families have struggled due to a lack of
devices and reliable high-speed internet connections,
especially Hispanics who primarily speak Spanish.

Contact: Ron Mackovich, X ronald.mackovich@usc.edu or



(213) 810-8583

A LIVE news conference examining education-related
results of a statewide broadband survey conducted
during the pandemic will be held at 11 a.m. PDT
Wednesday, April 28, followed immediately by a panel
discussion at 11:30 a.m. RSVP

to X ronald.mackovich@usc.edu to receive the Zoom
link.

Broadband adoption in California (K-12 households)
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Access to devices, broadband connectivity and parental
engagement are the strongest predictors of online learning
success for K-12 students, with varied results along income and
demographic lines.

Those are the conclusions of the latest round of results from
the 2021 Statewide Survey on Broadband Adoption by USC and
the California Emerging Technology Fund (CETF)

The survey of 575 parents with K-12 age children showed the
transition to online learning has been difficult for many,
including Hispanic families whose primary language is
Spanish.



Gaps in resources persist across California, affecting an
estimated 300,000 students. With support from school
districts, 97% of children from white families had their own
device, with Black and Asian families a single percentage point
lower. That percentage was 92% for Hispanic families whose
primary language is Spanish.

Income also has had a notable impact on device availability,
though support from schools helped close the gap, USC
researchers noted.

Overall, family support for children’s online learning also
varies across demographic and income lines. Higher-income
families tend to have an easier time navigating online K-12
education while families that primarily speak Spanish face
more difficulties, USC researchers wrote. These factors should
be taken into account by school districts as they attempt to
bridge language barriers and improve access to technology.

“There’s an opportunity here to leverage the lessons of the
pandemic and extend solutions beyond the pandemic,”

said Hernan Galperin, associate professor at the USC
Annenberg School for Communication and Journalism and the

survey’s principal investigator. “For students to succeed,
families need access to computers, reliable broadband and the
ability for parents to participate in the learning process. That
participation involves close communication with teachers,
supporting students with homework and monitoring their
progress. These are key elements for student success in the
digital age.”

“Distance learning changed education, and now is the time to
seize the lessons learned during school shutdowns to effectively
integrate technology tools in K-12 education at school and at
home,” said Sunne Wright McPeak, president and CEO of the
California Emerging Technology Fund. “We know from on-the-

ground experience that it starts with a computing device and
reliable, affordable internet at home. It also requires vital
components to help parents who qualify access discount
internet offers in order to close the homework gap and promote
engagement in their children’s education. There is no time to
wait.”



Are the children in your household able to
connect to the internet for remote learning?
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Low-income refers to households below 200% of the Federal Poverty Line based on the number of
household members, or $53,000 annual income for a family of four.
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Distance learning requires reliable access to affordable high-
speed internet. While 97% of families with school-aged
children have internet access at home, the connections vary by
reliability and speed. And 6% say they are rarely or never able
to connect to the internet for remote learning.

Low-income families are four times more likely than higher
income families to report that they can “rarely” or “never”
connect to remote classes. In addition, 22% of low-income
families reported they have used connections paid for by the
school or district.

When asked what they plan to do when subsidized connectivity
plans end, more than two-thirds (70%) of the parents said they
would pay for broadband themselves.

Many internet service providers in California offer low-cost
options for families whose students or schools are enrolled in
the National School Lunch Program. Only a third of K-12
parents were aware of those options, suggesting a long-term
need for well-publicized, affordable plans.



Compared to before the pandemic,
would you say is it now easier or more difficult
for you to check on your children’s progress in school?
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Parental engagement with schoolwork, monitoring progress
and communication with teachers are key factors in student
success.

Overall, 40% of those surveyed said it’s now harder, compared
to before the pandemic, to follow their children’s progress.
More than half (52%) of all Hispanic families reported greater
difficulty with tracking progress, a percentage that jumps to
67% for Hispanic families whose primary language is Spanish.

Under 30% of white, Black and Asian families said they had a
harder time tracking their kids’ academic progress. Percentages
rise when parents are asked if they’re having more difficulty
than before the pandemic helping their children with
schoolwork. 63% said yes. That figure rose to 70% for
Hispanics and 75% for Spanish-speaking Hispanics.

Hispanic families also reported greater difficulty
communicating with teachers since the lockdown began,
indicating uneven outcomes of distance learning.

“Technology can make things faster and more efficient, but
only when it’s accessible,” said Stephen Aguilar, co-author and



assistant professor at the USC Rossier School of Education.
“Hispanic parents who speak Spanish at home, for example,
reported more difficulty following their child or children’s
school progress when compared to Hispanic parents who speak
English at home. This suggests the obvious: we need to pay
attention to people as much as we pay attention to the
technology.”

Racial disparities in access to devices

Ninety-five percent of respondents said they have access to
devices for online classes, which indicates investments in
broadband equity have been worthwhile. In addition, 98% of
respondents with incomes above 200% of the federal poverty
line ($53,000 annual income for a family of 4) said all children
in their household have a computer for remote learning.
However, that is not the case for 10% of families with annual
incomes below $40,000.

School- and district-provided devices were widely used: 72% of
families reported that they were using devices loaned to them.
The vast majority said the device was received during the
pandemic.

Programs that supply devices appear to have reached those in
need: 82% of low-income families reported their device or
devices came from a school or district. Higher-income families
are more likely to provide their children with their own device;
62% have relied on a school-provided device.

Most families with school laptops, computers or tablets say
they’re used exclusively for K-12 education and are not used by
other family members, suggesting that parental training may
provide opportunities to increase internet engagement among
low-income, multigenerational households.
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The Statewide Survey on Broadband Adoption has been
conducted annually or biennially since 2008. This year’s survey
of 1,650 California adults was conducted from Feb. 10 to March
22 in English, Spanish, Mandarin and Vietnamese, with 94% of
interviews conducted via mobile phones and 6% via landline to
reflect patterns in the population. The overall sample error is



plus or minus 2 percentage points with a 95% confidence
interval. The survey results are weighted for age, gender,
race/ethnicity, education and region based on totals from the
American Community Survey.

A copy of the full report is available here.

Click here to read the first report, which focuses on the digital
divide. A recording of a news conference on the initial findings
can be viewed here. A second report on findings related to

telehealth and telecommuting is available here, with a panel
discussion here.

To read CETF’s release, click here or contact Nadine
Hugg, DX nadine.hugg@cetfund.org

Image credits: Suzanne Boretz and Mike Mauro, USC
Annenberg
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