The $100 Distraction Device

Why giving poor kids laptops doesn't improve
their scholastic performance.

By Ray Fisman

More than three decades ago, Commodore
introduced the PET, the world's first personal
computer, apparently so-named to take advantage
of the '70s craze for pet rocks. My ever-doting and
education-obsessed parents brought home a PET
for me and my siblings, hoping to put us at the
vanguard of the digital revolution-to-be. The
results were mixed at best. Though the machine
was entirely unsuited to mindless fun—it had 4
kilobytes of memory and a tiny green display of
monochrome ASCII characters—my friends and |
found a way to turn this supposedly educational
device into a toy. We spent endless hours
watching a little green cursor race around the
screen in a rudimentary, freestyle version of Pac-
Man. Once an early edition of Space Invaders
appeared, | think my parents came to regret their
attempt to prepare us for the computer age.

A generation later, parents are more worried than
ever about making sure their kids can compete in
today's high-tech world, and the growing digital
divide is a subject of great concern for educators
and policymakers. Federal subsidies in the United
States provide billions of dollars for computer
access in schools and libraries, and billions more
may soon be spent in the developing world
through programs such as One Laptop per Child.
But even OLPC's $100 laptop comes loaded with
more distractions than my PET ever had. So will
kids use these subsidized computing resources to
prepare for the demands of the 21st-century job
market? Or do computers just serve as a 21st-
century substitute for that more venerable time-
waster—the television?

New research by economists Ofer Malamud and
Cristian Pop-Eleches provides an answer: For many
kids, computers are indeed more of a distraction
than a learning opportunity. The two researchers
surveyed households that applied to Euro 200, a
voucher distribution program in Romania designed
to help poor households defray the cost of buying
a computer for their children. It turns out that kids
in households lucky enough to get computer
vouchers spent a lot less time watching TV—but
that's where the good news ends. "Vouchered"
kids also spent less time doing homework, got
lower grades, and reported lower educational
aspirations than the "unvouchered" kids.

This is certainly not the first attempt to measure
the costs and benefits of giving computers to kids.

CroponnapoBasa UrpyLika:
HoyTbyku ana 6eaHbix aeTeit — Ha NOAb3y AU BO

Bpep yuebe?
Pat dnwimaH

bonee TpuAauaTK NeT Hazag KOMMNAHWUA
Commodore BbinycTuna PET — nepBbiii B Mupe
NepCcoHanbHbI KOMMNbIOTEP, OYEBUAHO,
No3aMMCTBOBaB Ha3BaHMeE Y NOBA/IbHOrO
yBNEYEHUA CEMUAECATBIX — UTPYLLKKU NOZ,
Ha3BaHuem pet rock. Hawm 6e3ymHo nobawme m
oAepumble obpasoBaHMeEM PoaANTENIN
npuobpenun ana Hac atoT PET, HageAcb
NPOMNUXHYTb CBOMX OTMPbLICKOB B aBaHraps,
HaspeBatowen UnMbpPoBON peBOOLUMN.
MocnencTsmA OKasannch B yULIEM Cydae
HEeoAHO3HaAYHbIMKU. XOTA YCTPOMCTBO COBCEM HE
rogunoch Ana 6e3aymHbIX pasBievyeHnin (oHo
nmeno 4 kmnobaita namaTn U HebonbLioO
MOHOXPOMHbIN AUCNAel C BbIBOAOM 3e/1eHbIX
cMmBOJI0B B pexkmume ASCII), mbl ¢ Apy3bamu Bce
paBHO HaLW/M cnocob NPeBpaTUTb 3TO AKOObI
obyyaroLee yCTPONCTBO B UrPYyLIKY. Mbl Yacamu
HabntoOanm 3a TeM, Kak MasleHbKUI 3e1eHbll
KYPCOpP Me/fibKa/l Ha 3KpaHe B NPUMUTUBHOIA
napoaun Ha urpy Pac-Man. Ho, Kak TONbKO
nosBmaacb nepsas Bepcus Space Invaders, pymato,
poAUTENN MOKANENM O CBOEN MOMbITKE
NoAroTOBUTb HAC K KOMMNbIOTEPHOMY BEKY.

CnycTa NnokoneHne poautenun ctanm bonee, yem
Koraa-nnbo, 03aboyeHbl Tem, CMOTYT /M UX 4ETU
BMMCATbCA B CErOAHALIHNIN MUP BbICOKUX
TEXHO/I0TUI; U pacTylee LMPpPOBOE HEPABEHCTBO
ABNSETCA NPeAMETOM CEPbe3HOro HecnoKoicTea
ONA Nefaroros M YNHOBHWKOB, 3aHMMAOLLMXCA
3Tnum Bonpocom. B CLLUA mmnnnmapgbl 4onnapos
benepanbHbix cybcManin TpaTaTca Ha
obecnevyeHne WKoN 1 BUBANOTEK KOMNbIOTEPAMMU,
W CKOPO, BO3MOMHO, eLlle MUAnapabl NONayT Ha
pa3BUTME TaKMUX MEXKAYHAPOAHbIX NPOEKTOB, KaK
«Hoym6yk kaxcdomy pebeHKy». Ho naxke HoyTbyK
3a 100 gonnapoB NOAYYEHHbIM NO 3TOM
nporpamme, oTBAeKaeT oT paboTbl B CTO pas
6onbLe, yem Mol npecnoyTbi PET. Tak 6yayT v
AeTN NCNoNb30BaTb 3Ty BecnnaTHyto
BO3MOHOCTb, YTOObI NOArOTOBUTLCA K
TpeboBaHMAM pblHKa Tpyaa 21 BeKa, UAK Ana HUX
KOMMNbIOTEPbI — BCErO INLLb COBPEMEHHanA
anbTepHaTMBa 60s1ee onbITHOMY NOXUTUTENIO
BpeMeHU — TenieBn3opy?

3KkoHomucTbl Odep Manamya n KpuctmnaH MNon-
Snew, opraHM30BaBLUME HOBOE UCCeA0BaHNE Ha
3Ty TeMy, OTBEYAIOT: AENCTBUTENIbHO, MHOTME AEeTH
BUOAT B KOMMbIOTEPE CKOPEE UTPYLLKY, YEM
WCTOYHUK 3HAHWUIN. OTU UCCNe0BaTeNN NPOBENN




Some earlier studies also found that computers
have a negative effect on scholastic achievement.
Others found the opposite. But it's hard to know
what to make of these earlier studies because they
compare families that have decided to buy
computers with those that haven't, and compare
kids who choose to spend their days parked in
front of a computer versus those who spend their
time doing other things (like studying, playing
soccer, or getting up to no good). This makes any
study of computer versus noncomputer kids an
apples-to-oranges comparison: Parents who buy
computers tend to place more value on
education—they're also more likely to live in good
school districts, pay for extra math classes, and
generally provide a richer learning environment
for their kids than parents who don't buy
computers. (In my case, it's probably a lot more
than access to a PET that accounts for my decision
to spend 22 years in school.)

Malamud and Pop-Eleches chose the Euro 200
program because it solved the apples-to-oranges
problem. While Euro 200 didn't exactly hand out
computers at random, it came pretty close. The
program provided vouchers worth 200 euros
(about $240 at the time, nearly $315 today) for
computer purchases by poor families with kids.
(The income cutoff was $50 per month per
household member.) But there weren't nearly
enough vouchers to go around. In 2005, for
example, nearly 52,000 qualified families applied,
but the government had funding for only 27,555 of
them. As a result, vouchers were given only to
families with incomes below $17 per household
member. This means that some of the families that
got vouchers—those with, say, incomes between
$16 and $17—were basically identical to some of
those that didn't (families with $17-518 incomes).
These families all have similar computing
aspirations (they all applied to the program) and
differ only in which side of the $17 cutoff they
happened to sit on. (Economists call this a
"regression discontinuity.")

So what happens when good fortune delivers
vouchers (and hence computers) into the homes
of Romanian youths? Obviously a lot more time
logged on to a computer—about seven hours
more per week for vouchered versus unvouchered
kids. Much of this computer time came at the
expense of television-watching: Children in
families that received a voucher spent 3.5 fewer
hours in front of the tube per week. But computer
use also crowded out homework (2.3 hours less
per week), reading, and sleep. Less schoolwork

onpoc B PyMbIHUK cpepm cemelt, KoTopble
nogasasnu 3aaBKy Ha yyacTue B nporpamme «EBpo
200» - nporpamme pacnpegeneHma pUHaAHCOBOM
NOMOLLM, HaLeNeHHOM Ha To, YTODbl CHU3UTb
MaNIOUMYLLMM CEMbAM PAcXobl HA KOMMNbIOTEPbI
Ans peteit. Kak okasanocb, 4eTU U3 TEX CEMEN,
KOTOPbIM NOCHACT/IMBUAOCH NONYYUTb
¢$MHaHCOBYIO MOMOLLb, FOPa340 MEHbLUE BPEMEHMU
NPoBOAAT y TeNeBM3opa — BOT, NOXKaNYN, 1 BECb
CMUCOK NPEUMYLLECTB. TN AeTU TaKKe MeHbLUe
BpEeMEHMW TPATAT HAa AOMALLHee 3aJaHue, nx
OLLEHKM U MHTepecC K yuyebe HUKe, Yyem y aeTein, He
NoNy4YnBLIMX GUHAHCOBOM MOMOLLM.

370, KOHEYHO, He NepBan NOMbITKA OLLEHUTb
NACbl U MUHYCbI 0becneveHuns geten
KomnbtoTepamu. Pesynbtatel Npowbix
nccneno0BaHni bbliv NPOTUBOPEYMBLIMMU:
HeKOTOpble NMOKa3aan, YTO KOMMNbIOTEPDI NJ0X0
BAMAIOT Ha yCnexu B yuebe, apyrue xe
AOKa3blBanu obpatHoe. OAHaKO, OYEHb TPYAHO
AenaTtb Kakne-1mbo BbIBOAbI U3 3TUX
nccnefoBaHUM, Tak Kak OHM CPAaBHMBAIOT CEMbBM,
pelunsLLMe NpUobpecTn KOMMbIOTEPDI, C TEMU, Y
KOTOPbIX UX HET; CPAaBHUBAIOT AETEN, C yTPa A0
HOYM 3aBMCAKOLMX Nepes KOMMNbIOTEPOM, C
LETbMU, KOTOPbIE NPeanoYnTaloT Apyrue 3aHATUA
(Hanpumep, aenatoT ypoKu, urpatoT B GpyTéon nnu
MPOCTO ULLYT MNPUK/IIOYEHUI Ha CBOIO ronoBy). ITo
TaK ke 6ecrnonesHo, Kak U CpaBHUBATb 3e/1eHOE C
coneHbiM. Pogutenu, Kotopble NoKynatoT
KOMNboTepPbl, 06bIMHO NPUAAOT 6onbllee
3Ha4YeHMe 06pPa30BaHMIO: KaK NPaBuIO, OHU KUBYT
B PAMOHAX C XOPOLUMMM LLUKONAMM, ONJa4unBatoT
[ONONHUTE IbHbIE 3aHATUA NO MaTeEMATUKE U
BoObLle obecneynBatoT cBOUM aeTtam 6onee
6naronpuaTHble YCA0BUA gas yuebbl, Yem Te
poAuTENN, KOTOPblE KOMMbBIOTEPOB HE
npuobpertatoT. (B moem cnyyae sBHO He PET
NOBAMAN Ha peLleHne NocBATUTb 06pa3oBaHMUIO
uenbix 22 roaa).

Manamyg v MNon-3new caenany Bblbop B N0Ob3y
nporpammbl «EBpo 200» noTomy, YTO OHA peLlasna
npobsemy «CO/IeHO-3e/1eHOrO» CPaBHEHMA.
Mporpamma, KOHEYHO, He NpeaycmaTpumBana
pa3gayy KOMNbOTEPOB Hayrag, Ho Hblna OT 3TOro
He TaK YK ganeka. lNporpamma npegocrasnana
MasloUMYLLUM CEMbAM C AeTbMU PUHAHCOBYIO
nomoltub B pasmepe 200 eBpo (No Tem BpemeHam
0K0/10 $240, ceroiHa — 0Koo $315) Ha NOKYNKy
KOMMbloTepa (Npu YyCA0BMM, YTO [,0X04, Ha YNeHa
cembM — He 6onee $50 B mecsaL). Ho aToro Ha Bcex
He xBaTmno. Hanpumep, B 2005 roay 3aAaBKy
noaanu okono 52000 cemen, oTBevaoLme 3TOMy
KPUTEPWUIO, HO FOCYAapCTBEHHOTO




translated into lower grades at school—vouchered
kids' GPAs were 0.36 grade points lower than their
nonvouchered counterparts—and also lower
aspirations for higher education. Vouchered kids
were 13 percentage points less likely to report an
intention to attend college. And, interestingly,
vouchered students who were college-bound were
not more likely to express interest in majoring in
computer science.

When my friends and | figured out how to
transform my PET from a learning tool to a proto-
video-game console, my parents stepped in to
make sure Space Invaders didn't crowd out
homework. Where were Romania's parents? The
voucher program was specifically designed to help
poor households, and their dire financial
circumstances meant that these families were
probably less able to afford after-school care or
otherwise see to it that the computers were used
for learning and not just recreation. Indeed, the
authors found that when they looked specifically
at families with stay-at-home moms who may be
more present and able to police computer use, the
negative effects of vouchers were greatly reduced.
Perhaps not surprisingly, the lesson from
Romania's voucher experiment is not that
computers aren't useful learning tools, but that
their usefulness relies on parents being around to
assure they don't simply become a very tempting
distraction from the unpleasantness of
trigonometry homework. But this is a crucial
insight for those tasked with designing policies to
bridge the digital divide. The express intent of Euro
200 was to give a boost to poor kids' educations.
Through programs such as One Laptop per Child,
governments around the world have similarly
committed to purchasing millions of computers to
improve computer access for children. But
Malamud and Pop-Eleches' results suggest that
merely providing access may be more of a curse
than a blessing. If we really want to help poor kids,
whether in Romania, sub-Saharan Africa, or
America's housing projects, we may want to focus
on approaches that provide structured, supervised
access through after-school programs or subsidies
that bring technology into low-income schools. But
just giving kids computers? Might as well just ship
them PlayStations.

$MHaAHCMpPOBaHMA XBATMAO TONIbKO Ha 27555 13
HuX. B pe3ynbTaTte, pMHaAHCOBasA NomoLLb bbina
npesocTaB/ieHa TO/IbKO TEM CEMbAM, B KOTOPbIX
[0X0/, Ha YleHa ceMbM cocTaBasan meHee $17. To
€CTb Te CEMbW, KOTOPbIM AOCTanacb puHaHcOBaA
nomoup (c goxoaamm $16 — $17), B cylHOCTY,
HMYEM He OT/INYAIOTCA OT TEX, KOTOPbIM OHa He
JocTanacsb (c poxogamu S17 — $18). Bece 3T cembut
OYeHb HAZEeANNCH NOJIYYUTb KOMMbIOTEPDI, BCE OHU
noAasnu 3aaBKK HA y4acTue B NPOrpamme,
OT/IMYAIOTCA TO/IbKO TEM, B KaKytlo CTOPOHY OT $17
KayHy/lacb UX Yalla BECOB.

YTo Ke cnyyaeTca, Korga yaada otaaet
KOMNbIOTEPbI NPAMO B PYKU PYMbIHCKOM
monogexun? O4eBMAHO, YTO AETH, NONYyYMBLLME
d1HaHCOBYIO NOMOLLb, MPOBOAAT Y KOMMNbIOTEPA
NPMMEPHO Ha CEMb YacoB B HeAe o 6o/blUE, YeM
Te AeTU, KOTOpble NOMOLLb He nony4ynan. bonblwas
YacCTb BpeMeHMU, KOTopasa OTAAeTCA KOMMbIOTEPY,
OTHMMaeTCA y TeneBm3opa: AeTu U3 ceMel,
NPUHABLLMX y4acTue B Nporpamme, Ha 3,5 yaca
MeHbLLEe TopYanu nepes AwmKkom. Ho, cnaa nepep,
KOMMNbIOTEPOM, OHM TEM CaMbIM OTHMMANN Yy cebn
BpeMms Ha 3aHATUA ypoKamu (oKoso 2,5 4yacos B
Heaento), yTeHue 1 coH. MNpeHebperkeHne
LOMALIHUM 3aaHNEM OTPULLATENBHO CKa3anocb
Ha ycneBaemMocCTu: cpeaHuii bann
CKOMMNbIOTEPHbIX» AeTel Ha 0,36 NYHKTOB HUMKE,
Yyem y «KHEKOMMbIOTEPHbIX» TOBAPULLEN; U OHU HE
ropenu xenaHuem noay4mTb BbicLLee
obpasoBaHue. Cpean HUx 6bi10 Ha 13 % meHblue
Tex, KTo cobupanca noctynaTs B BY3; 1, uto
WHTEPECHO, «KKOMMbIOTEPHbIEY» CTYAEHTbI, KOTOpbIE
BCE-TaKM yumnucb B BY3ax, peiKo nsbasnanu
KenaHwe cneunanm3mpoBaTbCA B
BbIYMC/IUTENIBHOMN TEXHUKE.

Koraa mbl ¢ Apy3bsammn coobpasunnn, Kak
npeBpaTUTb cpeacTso obyyeHus (moii PET) Bo uTo-
TO BPOZAE UrpoBOM MNPUCTABKM, BMELLAINCH MOU
pPOAUTENN U CTANN CeguTb, YTOObI A He Urpan B
Space Invaders B yuiepb gomawwHemy 3agaHuto. O
yem gymanu poautenu B PymbiHMn? 31a
nporpamma pacnpegeneHma GMHAHCOBON NOMOLLU
6blna paspaboTaHa cneumanbHO A4 MaaoOUMYLLUX
cemem, a ux 3aTpyaHuUTeNbHoe GUHAHCOBOE
NosIoXKeHne Npegnonarano, Yto poaMTeNIN B TaKNX
CeMbAX BPAL, /M UMEIOT BO3SMOKHOCTb ON/IATUTb
rpynny NpoaseHHOro AHA UK CNeauThb 3a Tem,
4YTOObI UX AETU UCNONBb30BaIN KOMMbIOTEP B
y4ebHbIX Lensax, a He npocTto 3abasbl paau.
[JeiicTBUTENbHO, OPraHM3aToOPbI 3TOM NPOrpamMMbl
BbIACHW/IN, YTO, B TEX CEMbAX, B KOTOPbIX MaTepu
He paboTaloT U MMEeoT BOSMOXKHOCTb CUAETHL AOMA
C AeTbMM M HanpaBAATb PaboTy Ha KOMMbOTEPE B




HY}XHO€ pyc/i0, HegoCTaTKM MPOrpaMmbl
3HAYMTE/IbHO COKPALLAOTCSA.

MorKanyi, BNOJHE 3aKOHOMEPHO, UYTO YPOK,
KOTOPbIA HaA0 BbIHECTU U3 PYMbIHCKOTO
3KcnepmMmeHTa ¢ GMHAHCOBOM MOMOLLLbIO, COCTOUT
BOBCE HE B TOM, YTO KOMMbIOTEP — NJI0XOW
NOMOLLHMK B y4ebe. Ero nonb3a 3aBUCUT OT TOTO,
CNneanAT i1 3a AeTbMU POAUTENM, NHAYE OH CTaHeT
NPOCTO OYEeHb 3aMAHYMBON NePCNeKTUBOM
OTB/IEYbCA OT HYAHOro 3a4aHuA No
TpuUroHomeTpuun. Ho ans Tex, KTo 3aHMMaeTcA
HaBeZeHMeM MOCTOB Hag, NponacTbio LndpoBoro
HepaBeHCTBa 3TO NPUHLMMNMANLHO HOBbIW B3rNA4,
Ha npobnemy. M3HayanbHOM LLeNblo NPOrpammbl
«EBpo 200» 66110 NOBYANUTL K yuebe getelt us
manoobecneyeHHbIx cemeli. TakmMe Nporpammsi,
Kak «Hoymb6yk kaxcdomy pebeHKy», 3acTaBnAoT
NpPaBUTENbCTBA MHOTMX CTPaH CePbe3HO
3a4ymaTtbcA Hag naeen npuobpeteHus
MWIJIMOHOB KOMMbIOTEPOB, YTOObLI 06ecneynTb
nmMmun geteit. Ho pesynbTaTbl UCCNeA0BaHNIM
Manamygaa v Mon-2s1ewwa roBopAaT 0 TOM, YTO
HeA0CTaTOYHO NPOCTO AaTb AETAM KOMMbIOTEPDI:
ANA HUX 3TO ByaeT cKkopee BO Bpea Yyem Ha bnaro.
Ecnm yXK Mbl Tak XOTUM Nomoyb begHbIM AeTam,
6yab OHU U3 PymbiHUM, U3 cTpaH YepHoit AdpuKHM,
nnn n3 6eHbIX aMepPUKaHCKUX KBapTaoB, TO
HaZlo NoAymMaTb O TaKMUX Noaxonax, KoTopble
Nno3B0/1A/1M 6bl NO3TANHO KOHTPOAMPOBATb AOCTYN
K KOMMblOTEPAM, Hanpumep, NoCPeaCcTBOM rpynn
NPOANeHHOro AHA, UnK cybcnanin Ha
npuobpeteHMe annapaTypbl B LWKOAbI AN
manommyuwmx. Ho npocto aaTb pebeHKy
KomnbtoTep? C TEM Ke YCNeXOM MOXKHO BPYyYUTb
€My UrPOBYIO MPUCTaBKY.




