
Do Pencils 
Make 
Students 
Smarter? 

PUBLISHED

February 23rd, 2017



02-17

Do Pencils Make 
Students Smarter?

2Learning.com

In recent years, the majority of state assessments like 
PARCC, Smarter Balanced, and ACT Aspire are being 
administered online. Data shows, students with strong 
digital literacy skills often score higher than those with 
marginal or low digital literacy skills, even if the students 
with lower skills have a deeper understanding of the 
subject matter. 

Regardless of how they are delivered, student 
assessments are a reality of the education system in the 
US. That’s a key challenge when as data suggests, tests 
are delivered digitally and students’ technology skills are 
not keeping pace.

Online Assessments May be Widening 
the Achievement Gap 
A recent U.S. Department of Education study took 
an in-depth look at the scores of the more than 10,000 
fourth graders who took the National Assessment of 
Educational Progress (NAEP) computer-based writing 
pilot assessment. Initial results looked promising, most 
students could complete the writing assignments and 
use online editing tools. However, a gap was revealed 
when the computer-written essays were compared with 
a pencil-and-paper test given to fourth graders two years 
earlier. In this study it was found that 68 percent of fourth 
graders scored in bottom half of the 6-point rating scale.

The NAEP tests is not the only assessment that has 
demonstrated a performance gap between students who 
take online tests vs. pencil and paper.

Illinois students who took 
paper-and-pencil PARCC 

exams performed 56 
percent better than students 

taking the online test1. 

In Rhode Island, officials 
found that 42.5 percent 

of students who took the 
PARCC ELA exam on 

paper scored proficient, 
compared with 34 percent 
of those who took the test 

by computer3. 

In Baltimore County, the 
percentage of students 
scoring proficient on the 
ELA test was 35 points 

lower for online test takers, 
opposed to those who took 

the test on paper2. 

Over 70 percent of 
elementary school teachers 

feel their students were 
“not well prepared” with 

respect to having the 
necessary technology 
skills to be successful 

on online tests4. 

Districts around the country have also 
experienced similar results 

when comparing the two methods:

Seizing an Opportunity
In January 2017, the Consortium of School Networking (CoSN) released a joint report with the School Superintendents 
Association (AASA) and the National School Board Association (NSBA) titled Online Assessment: From Readiness 
to Opportunity. The report outlines the benefits online assessments offer including testing efficiency, as well as 
adaptive options for English language learners and students with special needs. 

The report offers a number of key recommendations to help schools and districts plan and prepare for online 
assessments, ranging from selecting the right devices to having a plan in place for using the assessment data 
effectively. Near the top of the list is embedding technology into instructional practice and the need for technology to 
be included in daily instruction. 

The Challenge of Online Assessments

https://nces.ed.gov/nationsreportcard/subject/writing/pdf/2015119.pdf
http://cosn.org/sites/default/files/CoSN-online-assessment-optimised.pdf
http://cosn.org/sites/default/files/CoSN-online-assessment-optimised.pdf
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Introduce keyboarding 
skills starting as early as 
Kindergarten focusing on 

speed and accuracy

Incorporate technology 
enabled assessment 

item types to build student 
familiarity with an online 

testing environment

Discuss online safety and 
digital citizenship topics, 

including cyberbullying

Encourage online research 
with proper source citing 
techniques and engage 

students with digital projects

Steps to Success
By giving students regular access to devices, they are able to familiarize themselves better with the functional aspects 
of the device which allows them to focus on the lesson at hand. But access is not simply enough. Students need to 
be given opportunities to develop and apply digital literacy skills to build a strong foundation for academic success. 

Here are some ways to incorporate digital literacy skills into the classroom:

Digital Literacy is Essential
When students build digital literacy skills, they’re taking important steps 
on the path to achievement and success—in the classroom and beyond. 

By 2020, it is estimated that nearly 80% of jobs will require some level 
of technology proficiency. Online assessments may be the first-time 
students are asked to demonstrate their knowledge and abilities in a 
digital environment– but it certainly won’t be the last. 

By 2020, it is estimated 
that nearly 80% of jobs 
will require some level of 
technology proficiency.

About Learning.com 
Founded in 1999, Learning.com serves 5.6 million students each year in more 
than 20 countries. Our complete digital literacy curriculum for grades K-8 
provides grade-appropriate lessons with embedded instruction to engage 
students as they develop critical skills such as keyboarding, online safety, 
coding, and more. We make it easy for teachers to equip their students to 
succeed on online assessment, in college, and their future careers.
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